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vidual choice - you’d think - actually has a wider range of options. 
That’s why Rybakov’s characters are relevant now, just as they were 
then. 41 

Something today is as nasty as it was yesterday and it threatens both 
families and lovers. Eshpai credited the generation of the 1930s and 1940s 
with a greater willingness to “interact” or socialize candidly than in the 
present day, when all is deceitful ostentation. TV could show the extent of 
that emotional openness in the face of malice. 

Malice required a convincing portrayal of Stalin. Politics here were 
replaced by physiology. The hiring of a suitable actor caused great difficulty 
and involved protracted discussions with well-known figures like Stanislav 
Govorukhin and Viacheslav Tikhonov. Ultimately, however, the director 
chose Maksim Sukhanov, probably known best as a kindly, handicapped 
mobster in Land of the Deaf (Strana glukhikh , dir. Valerii Todorovskii, 
1997). Despite being bald, tall, and only 40 years old, Sukhanov was forced 
into history and the body of a hirsute, older, and much shorter Stalin. The 
cameramen worked hard to him him constantly from the highest possible 
angle, therefore downplaying the issue of physical stature. Sukhanov, in 
actual fact, was such a difficult hiring that he was ready only when shooting 
was almost complete and, thus, had to be filmed outside the episodes’ 
“true” or logical order. 
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Loftiness and chronology aside, Sukhanov also had trouble with the 
transformation of his face. He does play Stalin in a very disturbing manner, 
all slouches and accented mumbling; the plastic skin covering his visage 
mirrors the theatricality of his “Georgian-ness.” Though scheduling 
required that he work quickly towards the end of general production, he 
(with equal speed) admitted the unpleasantness of wearing a synthetic face 
overnight and, therefore, returned to more traditional (that is, slower and 
expensive) techniques: three or four hours each day with the make-up 
artists. 42 Subsequent critical assessments compared him unfavorably and 
unfairly to the most famous Stalins of Soviet cinema. 

And so a troubled love story was ready to come to television, having 
waited twenty-one years to be published - and thirty-eight years to be tele¬ 
vised. Despite all this attention to historical detail, it had hoped to move 
away from stressing Stalin alone. The series’ producer, Andrei Kamorin, 
again drove home this point, lest we forget: “To say that Children of the 
Arbat is about Stalin is like saying that War and Peace is about Napoleon.” 
A desire to preserve the narrative and emotional breadth of the work for 
love meant that this TV drama should not shrink in the presence of cine¬ 
ma’s actual breadth; the small screen needed to establish its own cinematic 
emphasis on detail (focus) and feeling (an atmospheric or ineffable “air”) to 
claim the literal scale of a big screen synecdochically: “From the very outset 
we tried to maintain a cinematic language, no matter how hard it’d be. I 
think we were successful in creating the atmosphere and characters of a 
movie. I’d never make a serial that didn’t have the air of a feature film.” 43 
Failure, said Kamorin, would come if focus swamped feeling, if history 
swamped sympathy for the little people who made it - and if the work was 
wrapped up in some pretension towards “a first-class Forsyte Saga with a 
‘nod’ to the BBC.” 44 

With Stalin in place, though (as just one man, not an entire dogmatically 
burdened saga), could the fantasy of little people go to work? With a 
hopefully convincing sociopolitical counterweight, micropolitical stories 
could perhaps proffer better versions of its workings. How, then, did viewers 
react to the depiction of faithful lovers Sasha and Varia (Evgenii Tsyganov 
and Chulpan Khamatova)? Some contributors to on-line TV forums noted 
a lyrical fluidity across sixteen episodes that managed to outpace the figure 
of Stalin altogether. One love story used and then dispensed with the poli¬ 
ticking of one leader: “I love relaxing[!] to the series. It’s so easy to watch - 
no effort at all. Things always finish in a way that you want to watch the 
next episode.” 45 

Yet dissatisfaction, on the other hand, occasionally emerged whenever a 
historically (contextually) accurate mood was totally absent. Some emo¬ 
tional states and their depiction were felt to be too modern. Something was 
being redone, and faultily. Several of the young people playing Komsomol 
members, for example, were called “hooligans”: “It’s there in the book, in 
black and white: ‘Open faces, radiant eyes.’ But here there’s nothing except 
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cynicism or really bad overacting. Where can you find any other kind of 
face today, though?” The “faces of young people today, in 2004,” were no 
happy alternative, but “there’s nothing you can do about it.” 46 The ongoing, 
spirited need of a TV station to emphasize a generation’s passion led to 
overkill with the music, too, because “music [always] dictates a viewer’s 
feelings” and the sound engineers were a bit overbearing. Emotionally, as a 
result, there might have been problems whenever history was totally sus¬ 
pended, but at least the show looked well funded and had its heart in the 
right place; at least it was “basically well filmed. And without promoting all 
that kind of American chernukha.” 47 It was respectful. 

When all was said and done, literary reputation had inspired a series 
dedicated to the maintenance of that reputation. In addition and conse¬ 
quently, Children of the Arbat expressed that respectful desire in a hopeful 
representation of reality as realia (as a physically similar dictator, promised 
by the producers). The actors do much to struggle against an archaic 
emphasis, though, and push love to the forefront - in particular Khama- 
tova, who together with Tsyganov enacts in the series’ closing episodes one 
of the most impassioned scenes of love in recent Russian drama. The life- 
threatening danger of maintaining private (in fact, often illegal) passion in a 
time of public, objectified fervor is so feral in its expression that the camera 
can barely keep up. Bodies throw themselves against bare, hollow walls with 
such disorder that the resulting shots of Tysganov and Khamatova give 
voice to people more beaten than loved, an image that comes back to haunt 
us in the very last frames. Their bullet-riddled corpses embrace in the lush, 
overgrown ruins of a stately edifice. Can the feeling ever escape the physical 
world, be contemporarily relevant and yet not look false? Some Soviet 
classics touted by their readers for exemplary accessibility fit the bill well. 
They show love, care and/or charity in expansive, natural domains that 
amplify those virtues, the same domains that were supposed venues of 
clearly expressed, strident Stalinist construction. 

Father and son in today’s cinema may likewise wander the nation in 
search of an emotional bond en route to the sea (Koktebel, 2003), or reach 
that same watery expanse to realize the tragic breach between them (The 
Return, 2003). The “active,” angry construction of state plans may often 
lead to a disfigurement of kinships, be it emotional, psychological, or phy¬ 
sical (House of Fools, 2002; or My Stepbrother Frankenstein, 2004). TV 
storytelling today begins to shape alternatives to this dead-end, where a 
family narrative can be the key to other, often material successes (which 
cinema itself has suggested in A Parcel from Mars [Posylka s Marsa\, Happy 
New Year, Papa! [V novym godom, papal], or Female Intuition [Zhenskaia 
intuitsiia ]). A family builds things. 

Making love work to any one purpose, however, will be tough, since 
recent movies have made it magical (Moon Daddy [Lunnyi papa, 2000]; 
Fourth Wish [Chetvertoe zhelanie, 2004]; Dark Night [Temnaia noch’, 2004]), 
illogical (Tender Age [Nezhnyi vozrast, 2001]; Goddess [Boginia, 2004]; Piter 
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FM [2006]), comically dangerous (It Doesn't Hurt to Dream [Mechtat' ne 
vredno, 2005]), or, quite literally, directionless (The Stroll [Progulka , 2003]; 
Connection [Sviaz’, 2006]). This aimless, ever-busy process once sat deep in 
the most clamorous, industrious Soviet stories, like Cement ( 1925, 1932, 1947, 
or 1950). After all, even in its earliest, most severe edition, the ability of 
hero Gleb and the collective to manage the most elemental of forces - love, 
life, and/or (human) nature - is less than assured. 

The Thaw and afterwards: Two Fates (Dve sud’hy [dir. Valerii Uskov 
and Vladimir Krasnopol’skii, 2002) 

She no longer existed: she had drowned in the crowds, disappeared 
without trace ... There was only a great excited mass of people and 
thousands of hearts were beating inside him, too. 

(Fedor Gladkov, Cement ) 

Perhaps the best example of a romantically driven familial drama that did 
not draw upon classic literature or fact but nonetheless aimed for an emo¬ 
tionally absorbing, long-term cinematic sweep across the Soviet experience 
is Two Fates. It takes a step further away from shared or remembered 
actuality than Children of the Arbat in that its love stories are set in Soviet 
contexts, but employ those contexts only indirectly. 

At the center of the film are two tales of two women [Vera and Lida]. 
These village girlfriends in the early 1960s have their lives ahead of 
them; they are both young and beautiful. The Party's regional repre¬ 
sentative starts courting Vera seriously; Lida is not short of male 
attention, either. It seems their destinies are thus decided for many 
years hence. But everything is changed by the arrival of a specialist 
from Moscow, Stepan. Seeing him for the first time, Vera understands 
that this is love. Lida decides to use her chance [that is, to manipulate 
Stepan] and move to Moscow. As so often happens, a friendship between 
women is ruined because of men. These complex, interwoven predica¬ 
ments start unwinding in totally unpredictable ways. Masks are removed, 
revealing the truth - and thus pulling more and more new characters 
into a whirlpool of events. Our heroines cherish both their dreams and 
their love through many years. Their private lives develop both drama¬ 
tically and unexpectedly against the backdrop of the nation’s complex 
destiny. 

The closing reference here to things national may make us cringe in antici¬ 
pation of more politics, but the fates of Vera and Lida (Ekaterina Semenova 
and Anezhelika Vol’skaia) are very clearly foregrounded. The series dragged 
some people away from sociopolitical reality with dramatic consequence, 
especially in a couple of Belarusian villages. Three times in a row, as locals 
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Figure 4.2 Two Fates. 


sat down to watch Two Fates, a building somewhere nearby caught fire. The 
cause of the fires remained a mystery, though some people thought that 
nouveaux riches were using the empty streets during a very popular TV 
show to burn down houses - and then buy the land cheaply. 48 

Based upon two popular novels by Semen Maikov, Ransom (Shantazh) 
and Retribution ( Rasplata ), the broadcasts clearly contained enough successfully 
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chosen elements to keep villagers indoors and produce Moscow investors willing 
to fund a second series. In blurbs for those future advertisers, we hear about 
“dramatic intrigue, dynamic action, and romantic conflict”: 

All of this excites readers from the very first frames of the series. Semen 
Maikov, a delicate psychologist and linguistic master, has drawn the 
world of our contemporaries with unusual focus and brilliance. This all 
finds voice in the screenplay’s details and skillfully crafted dialog. 49 

Investors were no doubt pleased to learn that the screenplay was written by 
Valerii Uskov and Vladimir Krasnopol’skii, who had brought Russia the 
airline drama Beyond Jurisdiction (Nepodsuden , 1969), plus Shadows Vanish 
at Noon and An Eternal Summons, mentioned already. 50 Succumbing, how¬ 
ever, to the sad, swift “rhythm” of TV work, Uskov and Krasnopol’skii were 
by now pumping out two complete drama series per season, including the 
lengthy Nina (2001, discussed on p. 128). Some viewers sensed the spirit of a 
TV Taylorism: 

It looks like a cheap woodcut with all the signs of some weepy Mexican 
serial transferred to Russian soil ... The characters’ experiences are so 
contrived, all the way from their love affairs to your obligatory histor¬ 
ical chronicle that’s just stuck in from time to time (Afghanistan, the 
Putsch, etc.). It’s nothing more than “serial feelings” and it moves like a 
typical serial through the plot lines, too. 51 

Despite this complaint, the show does prove that viewers will happily watch 
romance dramas according to criteria other than historical realia, other 
than period costumes, plastic faces, or the right furniture. This is absolutely 
crucial in first recognizing and then bypassing literary, political, and historical 
specificity. 

Conclusion: cash is not synonymous with credibility 

If looking real is so important to producers, though, how much money is 
possibly left to fund quality screenplays and sets, in particular when the 
best-known thespians can take home much more than $7,000 per day? 
Ratings (as always) have to be considered, since every percentage ratings point 
today means more cash from advertisers tomorrow. By way of example, a 
series with a miserly 1 percent share can easily command more than $2,000 
for a 30-second commercial. A show with a 10 percent share over a one- 
hour episode can bring in $300,000 400.000. An “encore showing” the next 
morning will conjure more cash still, as of course will later videos and any 
subsequent sale of the show in toto to another channel. What does not 
manifest itself today is a large amount of scripts, hence another reason for the 
fuss over Uskov and Krasnopol’skii. Perhaps because television screenwriters 
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often receive little for their work, and so much is being set aside for spec¬ 
tacular verisimilitude, TV stations are repeatedly obliged to screen a large 
percentage of the material offered them by studios, material that is - as we 
know - itself produced under time constraints. 52 

Stations need primetime series like Two Fates, but even if they order them 
(that is, if they order precisely what they want) channels habitually cannot 
fund those dramas to a desired “spectacular” level; TV stations make 
money from advertising only after the serials are shown. This logic suggests 
that a rough period would be overcome if investment were offered in the 
short term. Indeed, in 2002 TV advertising brought in $900 million; by 2003 
that figure rose to $1.3 billion and in 2004 to $1.78 billion. As money 
appeared, the production of TV series did not slow down - and the funds 
needed to “guarantee” a higher quality for future projects started coming 
in. But it sometimes seems that nobody in the living room cares that much 
about “quality.” The emotional aspect of scenarios needs to be historically 
accurate, not the costumes, interiors, or make-up. 

If so, maybe the success of the cheaper romantic melodramas (the success 
of thoughts and feeling over objects and locales) suggests there is no need to 
make classy detective and action serials all the time? Some chat-room pun¬ 
dits certainly thought so, but wondered how an emotively driven, often 
“pure” heroine might relate to the varnished figures of prior prose. In other 
words, if perfect people are more important than perfect places, does that 
not start to sound a little reminiscent of prior, varnished decades? 

This tradition [in Two Fates ] of depicting the hero in social-psycholo¬ 
gical terms has become daily bread for Russian viewers. Even if it looks 
a bit schematic, it is about those viewers’ lives. It helps people to get 
their bearings in very troubled times. Looking at these heroines, though, 
I suddenly recalled that I was never very fond of [socialism’s] positive 
heroes. It’s so strange to see almost exclusively perfect characters in a 
twenty-first century serial. It’s so peculiar. Do people really have the 
same spiritual life as these heroines nowadays? Do they have principles? 
Some might say they’re one-sided heroines. In reply I’ll say: “So be it, 1 
enjoy their company.” 53 

The sentimental, if not loving, contact with characters themselves in love 
was the series’ raison d’etre, its core tenet. An article in the Literary Gazette 
compared Two Fates to the expensive mafia epic The Brigade and asked why 
on earth Russian critics and academics (not viewers) expressed a clear pre¬ 
ference for the latter, much flashier serial. The sarcasm here is pronounced: 
“The Brigade is more dynamic, more striking, more shocking. But what 
about its ideas? Who needs ideas in an age that has none, anyway! We’ve 
got freedom!” 54 Despite critics preferring visual qualities to match some¬ 
thing Western, the cheaper, emotional clout of Two Fates was so strong 
outside the scholarly community that rumors abounded of high-ranking 
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police officers secretly hooked on the series (and who would on occasion 
break out in tears!). One acquaintance of lead actress Anzhelika Vol’skaia 
called her on the telephone with a similarly private response: “Likochka, 
d’you know what I’m doing now? I’m sobbing my eyes out.” 55 

Romantically or sentimentally driven historical serials, by providing con¬ 
nections between then and now, help to stabilize the passage of time. That 
stability is contingent not upon a well-funded ability to show the past, but 
upon a well-intentioned ability to empathize with it. One could side with 
viewers here and suggest that any steady, heartfelt connections are the 
workings of an apolitical social network that often makes TV drama, rather 
than just receiving it. Given, however, the state’s ownership of Channel One 
shares and the less-than-charitable workings of market-driven media, this 
may be the clever matching and manipulation of viewers' recognizable 
desires, rather than any homespun process in the hands of TV watchers 
themselves. Growing skepticism, for example, among Russia’s elderly citi¬ 
zens over state altruism during the pension reforms of 2004 undoubtedly 
hinted that the distance from public endorsement to cynicism may never be 
that far, even in traditionally autocratic realms. 

There have certainly been other historical series of late - such as 2002’s 
Beyond the Wolves - which would prompt the public to think hesitantly or 
cynically about the workings (and our “real” knowledge) of the past. Star¬ 
ring the ever-engaging Valentin Gaft, this series with relative speed (188 
minutes) relates a detective’s labor during the wet month of March 1946, in 
a village near Moscow. A solidly built investigator (the ubiquitous Vladislav 
Galkin), just back from the Front, is sent by his superiors to discover whe¬ 
ther some recent and savage murders are, as superstitious locals insist, 
committed by a werewolf. Suspicion and rumor in the village slowly increase 
prejudice against one severely retarded resident, cared for by Gaft’s char¬ 
acter. Charity, love, and attention are the only defense against others’ angry 
ideas and their concomitant social insecurity, which becomes life-threaten¬ 
ing: “The series is a mix of mystical horror, a detective series, and the hor¬ 
rors of Stalinism. All the time you’re thinking: Is there really a werewolf or 
is this crime merely the product of cold human reasoning?” 56 The generous, 
attentive emotions aroused here can, if positive, outline a defense against 
yesterday’s imaginary werewolves or other bad memories. Can they do so, 
though, against the heartless workings of today’s capitalism and the Big City? 
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Little people in the Big City 


The Russian backwoods look at us ... A multitude of faces, troubled, 
joyful and suffering. 1 

(Praise under Brezhnev for A. Malyshkin’s Liudi iz zakholust’ia, 

1937-38) 


Moscow is not the countryside: socialist culture and today’s notions 
of nature 

In examining the traditions Putinesque television wishes to employ, we have 
moved from the supposedly geopolitical, imperially bounded concerns of 
“Soviet” tales to a form of storytelling that - when it’s not angry - aims instead 
for a limitless, truly global and heartfelt notion of social membership. Today's 
President speaks - as did his predecessors - of unmanageable integration; 
his narratives require a heritage that cannot be enacted (nor, indeed, was it 
ever). Political stories and their proposed networks are desirously more 
organic than feasible. Following that assumption, it is necessary to scruti¬ 
nize the way in which Soviet culture deals with a classic query of Russian 
literature, of Aksakov and Chekhov, say, when pondering one's relation to 
the unutterable membership of people within nature: “Could we human 
beings not learn to live in better harmony with nature, making measured 
use of her bounty to fill our needs, but without destroying either her beauty 
or her capacity for self-renewal?” 2 Attitudes to nature (to the romanticism 
of boundlessness) reveal the spirit of urbanization, of Moscow itself. 

Under Lenin’s governance, forests, waters, and minerals were swiftly 
claimed as state property, while huge tracks of uninhabited land were set 
aside, continuing the Romanovs’ regal tradition of zapovedniki, i.e. provinces 
to be free of both development and tourism. These were to be places of 
ecological study, where man could learn how to live in harmony with 
nature, rather than falling to the unsophisticated excesses of capitalist 
rapaciousness. Lenin himself held, in any case, that “replacing the forces of 
nature with human labor would be impossible.” Here the Bolsheviks were 
furthering a possible, well-established Czarist body of ecological thought, 
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working towards the harmonious interaction of man’s reason and the 
environment from the theories of the biologist Vladimir Vernadskii (b. 1863) 
on the evolution of the planet’s biosphere as an open, spectacularly complex 
system of relations. 

Maksim Gor’kii, writing in a pre-Revolutionary context, was among 
those who spoke up in favor of levelheaded scientific enquiry and con¬ 
servation before the foundation of the Free Association for the Propagation 
of Positive Knowledge, headed by ecology activist V.I. Taliev. The zapo- 
vedniki, held the Association, were the ideal place of such inquiry and 
should be protected. One of the most valuable national reserves at this time 
was Askania-Nova in Ukraine; founded modestly in the nineteenth century 
as a zoo and botanical garden, it still operates today as research center for 
over fifty species of wildlife: Przewalski horses, zebra, bison, zebu, elks, 
steppe deer, antelope, and many others. Here the head administrator, Vla¬ 
dimir Stanchinskii, had some surprising, simultaneous theories about man’s 
position in the natural world, allowing a pastoral harmony to inform the 
goal of harmonious, populated ecosystems. 

These theories held that the quantity of living matter in the biosphere is 
relative to and dependent on the amount of solar energy transformed by 
photosynthesizing (autotrophic) plants, which Stanchinskii categorized as 
the “economic base of the living world.” He also resorted to the Second 
Law of Thermodynamics to explicate differing masses between flora and 
fauna at the biosphere’s highest, middle, and lowest levels. The higher a life 
form, the more energy was lost (as heat), because more effort/energy was 
needed to find sustenance. The world was therefore organized according 
to the fluid, imperceptible distribution and application of energy, to the 
“ubiquitous processes of chemical cycling and energy flow. His work 
represented an attempt to reduce biological phenomena to a common phy¬ 
sical denominator: energy.” 3 This early Soviet understanding of ecology as 
similarly interwoven, invisible forces will be important in later chapters. It 
is a rarely considered aspect of Soviet realism, though more than evident 
in today’s attempts to label that which luridly flamboyant metropolises lack. 

Lenin and Lunacharskii, Gor’kii’s comrade and colleague, did much to 
help the creation of wildlife reserves very far from Moscow, and early Soviet 
conferences helped to prolong the life of a so-called “aesthetic-cultural” 
view of nature: “Free nature is a great synthetic museum, indispensable for 
our future enlightenment and mental development, a museum which, in the 
event of its destruction, cannot be resurrected by the hand of man.” 4 In 
1924 the Soviet All-Russian Society for Conservation (VOOP) was founded, 
and at its opening celebrations a congratulatory speech was read by Luna¬ 
charskii, a man able to see the relevance of his politicized words for open- 
armed, big-hearted social acceptance in both pastoral and ecological con¬ 
texts. 

Once Lenin had passed away, Stanchinskii’s generous and laissez-faire 
attitude towards the forces of nature came under ever-increasing pressure. 
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especially since the notion of “pure” science was slowly but surely being 
viewed as fundamentally bourgeois. By 1927 parks were viewed as more 
research-oriented than anything wholly aesthetic. Forests, rivers, and huge 
tracts of the steppe were manipulated in the name of socialist advancement. 
Stalin was interested in a more profitable, pragmatic attitude towards nature 
as a source: even the Academy of Sciences' magazine Nature was accused of 
over/v-social, non-ideological comprehensiveness, being “the only journal 
where you can turn one thousand pages and never encounter the terms 
socialism, communism, dictatorship of the proletariat, etc.” 5 

The Russian countryside remained a faultless, fondly remembered byword 
for social interaction, yet its quintessence stays beyond the socialist lexicon. 
It is a plenitude prior to language, as are the emotions and nostalgic, if not 
“childish” sentiments thereof. All three states (organic, nostalgic [or “folded”], 
and affective) are closer to Freud's “oceanic feeling” of membership. This 
feeling is useless for policy; it is excessive. 

In Russian TV’s neo- or proto-socialist tales that address these issues, 
Putin complains, for example, about children’s television and its lack of 
suitable role models, for it is the grand, open expanse of an affectively 
driven worldview (ironically that of the children) that politics needs. It is the 
viewpoint that “elected” officials must aspire to - yet they can neither name 
nor equal. 6 Given the overriding importance documented thus far of “lack” 
or lacunae as a major theme for Russian TV drama, tales of a life without 
nature are ubiquitous. They, by reverse example, are founded upon a deep 
distrust for moneyed, urban “reality.” The difference between towns and 
trees was extremely well documented in the roller-coaster experiences of 
Alena Babenko’s heroine, Nina, for the rather mannered, if not histrionic 
2005 series Vaniukhin’s Children (Deti Vaniukhina, dir. Iurii Moroz): “Alena 
follows her loved ones from a village to Moscow. She finds out that she's 
pregnant, almost goes crazy, has a stroke and loses the ability to speak.” 7 
This chapter focuses on other metropolitan illnesses, on human nature 
without nature; after all, it took a bittersweet 2006 comedy series called Nine 
Months (Deviat’ mesiatsev) for Russians to talk “seriously” about poor 
women having babies in affluent Moscow. 

Life Lines (Linii sud’by, 2003) and Hope Leaves Last (Nadezhda 
ukhodit poslednei, 2004) 

Russia’s President often invokes the speechless, murky workings of capital 
as primary antagonist in his struggle for freedom and rectitude. The proto¬ 
type of so many TV series in this rubric, Moscow Does Not Believe in Tears, 
is actually not associated today with acquisitiveness, neither thematically 
nor in terms of its director’s future wealth. Vladimir Men’shov says he made 
no profit from the Oscar-winning Moscow family drama: “Not a penny.” 
This is despite the fact it was seen by 85 million people, played in 20 
Moscow movie theaters simultaneously, was purchased by 100 nations, and 
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took $2.5 million at the US box office (after savvy American distributors 
bought it for a mere $50,000). 8 Today’s tales of Moscow, set in similarly 
familial contexts, are gloomier because these patterns of career, profit, loss, 
and gain are no longer hidden. 

The ensuing opposites of “individual and city,” “small and large,” or 
“inside and out” constitute the dominant structures in this rubric. The tale 
of a provincial figure (literal or metaphorical) who makes his/her way into 
the capital (or any other center of desire) from the kinder countryside is, in 
fact, so widespread that it requires subcategories, perhaps by degrees of 
success - in other words, where the hero or heroine finds him/herself on the 
road to accomplishment. We will therefore briefly sketch three such sub¬ 
groups: TV series set at the bottom of urban society, tales of scrappy ascent, 
and, finally, narratives of vertiginous fame and fortune. 

One of the most impressive stories of love-hungry bottom-feeders is Life 
Lines , produced by Valerii Todorovskii and directed by Dmitrii Meskhiev. 
Todorovskii has explained his own understanding of Russia’s centripetal 
social movement: 

We live in a country that moves in forceful, often bloody ways. It 
doesn’t always comprehend its own direction - neither the price to be 
paid nor the number of its victims. Nonetheless it does move and, when 
all is said and done, that movement has to result in something. 9 

In dramatizing patterns of social mobility, Todorovskii hoped to avoid the 
principled triteness of stories designed, as he put it, to clarify “Ten Ways to 
Improve Your Life.” Aiming, therefore for some kind of verisimilitude 
without the narrow focus of a principled pamphlet, he called Life Lines “a 
huge modern novel”: 

The main heroine here is, of course, Fate, that inimitable scoundrel and 
magician. Early one morning our provincial heroes step onto Moscow 
soil, both scared and full of bright hope. Yet they cannot imagine what 
awaits each of them within a month. The renowned movie director 
Dmitrii Meskhiev describes this brand new project as “a film about 
provincials and Muscovites. About people who’ve arrived in Moscow 
and try to establish a life in this beautiful and terrifying city. For some 
of them, things come together easily and simply; for others all hopes are 
dashed. The destinies of newcomers and Muscovites crisscross. For 
some this will be a fleeting encounter; for others it means a life-long 
relationship.” 

Viewers were impressed by this intricate crisscrossing of plotlines, but won¬ 
dered if so much attention had been paid to artistry that veracity, in the 
most mundane sense, had fallen through the cracks. One example offered 
was the odd speed with which a married wounded officer - played by Sergei 
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Garmash - is granted an apartment (and the speed with which that same, 
barren apartment is then decorated for the couple). 10 Considering that the 
series touches upon all forms of love (familial, paternal, sibling, and even 
extra-marital), the types of desire that drive such connections were swamped 
by an unfeasible art, by slightly forced contrivances. That skill was not even 
exclusively optimistic, for the drama does much to outline radical compro¬ 
mises that dreamers make in Moscow, such as the on-stage career of Kon¬ 
stantin Khabenskii’s singing hero. Nonetheless, documentary values were 
occasionally replaced by the arcane elegance of “fated” interaction. 

Validating a narrative technique over sometimes displeasing reality is a 
stance that obviously runs the risk of undermining emotive veracity. This 
loss of likelihood is equally evident in a more recent, lighter STS series that 
debuted in the winter of 2004, Hope Leaves Last (dir. Evgenii Sokolov): 

Has your husband dumped you? Have you been fired? Have tricksters 
and scoundrels grabbed your apartment - while you've ended up in 
prison? Never give up! You can always find a way out of the most dif¬ 
ficult situations. The main thing is never to lose spirit, your sense of 
humor, or your sense of self-worth. 11 

A bighearted, bold humor runs through the series’ romantic stories, under¬ 
written primarily by the wide-eyed pantomiming of Nonna Grishaeva, but 
any such offhanded jollity may, paradoxically, be the gift of those urbanites 
who have nothing to hope for. The loveless can crack a joke or two, since 
there's nothing else to do. People facing the risk of choice, however, cannot 
afford always to look on the bright side of life, hence the greater misery of 
both romantic and kindly subplots in Life Lines. 

Metropolitan progression and aimlessness, chronology and nomadism, 
urban “somebodies” and rural nobodies are inseparable in Soviet society 
and beyond. Alain Badiou, considering these oppositions, holds that Soviet 
society embodied a dovetailing of plenitude and absence, something and 
nothing twice over. These bonds are discernible if we approach socialist 
culture through “Sartre’s conception of radical subjective freedom as being 
nothing, as an objective nothingness, or neant - that is, a freedom that 
determines its existence at each moment, as an ongoing ‘creation ex nihilo’ - 
and Marx’s conception of the proletariat as having nothing, ‘nothing to lose 
but their chains.’” 12 Today this role of absence (and all-consuming, para¬ 
doxically enticing presence) is played not only by the ineffable promise of 
nature that cannot be spoken. It is also mirrored by the center of an absent 
empire towards which rural or provincial people (with nothing) still strive 
and where they often find nothing of worth, either materially or ethically. 

Cinema has made this clearer still. Among Russian movies with interna¬ 
tional budgets, the two performances by Vladimir Mashkov in The Quickie 
(2001) and Oligarch (2002) do so with the wealthiest, crudest lucidity; their 
sinister tales of ruinous cash take place in L.A. and Moscow. Money and 
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the absence of stable, time-honored hierarchies reflect one another; they 
lead to the type of frenzied or predatory behavior in films such as In Motion 
(2002), where Moscow’s get-rich world of tabloid journalism and scandal leads 
to an accelerated, if not frenzied editorial style. Calm, social cohesion is absent. 


An Ideal Couple ( Ideal'naia para , 2001) and Request Stop 
(Ostanovka po trebovaniiu, 2000) 

This capital strain (in several senses) within today’s emotionally driven films 
and series leans somewhat heavily on the 2001 drama An Ideal Couple , direc¬ 
ted by Alla Surikova and starring Aleksandr Baluev with Alla Kliuka, who 
is recognized now more for TV work on Dar’ia Dontsova’s detective series 
than anything from her late-Soviet filmography. The drama tells of two 
foreign tricksters far from Moscow who come to Russia, finding both love and 
financial intrigue as they do so. It enjoys such a following even today that 
the moderators of several chat rooms sometimes need to calm people down: 

Please don't post things like “Super!” “Best of all,” “Don’t like it,” “Get 
off!” and so forth. We'll delete those posts and leave only what’s genu¬ 
inely interesting. Anything offensive or rude will be removed at once! 
And don’t put much faith in short messages sent from one and the same 
computer, either; trust a range of messages from a range of people. 13 

In 2001 several actors - like Baluev - started popping up with increasing 
frequency and success. Work was available and dramas picked up speed. As 
the public’s attention turned from cinema screens to television sets, jour¬ 
nalists wondered if TV might even become “the salvation of Russian 
cinema,” having recovered from the recent stock market crash so quickly. 14 
Cultural deliverance lay, in this case, in the hands of two love-struck crim¬ 
inals, who - opposed to any prior, honorable heroes - “care nothing for 
eternal life. They’d prefer to get everything they can here, in this life.” Sur¬ 
ikova was keen to point out in interviews, however, that these were prin¬ 
cipled thieves, “the grandchildren of Robin Hood!” 15 Criminality existed 
willy-nilly, so love could purportedly teach one urban crook to steal from 
another (worse) felon, thus putting immoral gains to moral ends. At approxi¬ 
mately the same time. Request Stop debuted on Channel One in an attempt 
to conjure a latter-day dreamer with reasonable odds of victory. The pro¬ 
motional rhetoric used a few years later when the series was sold to REN- 
TV makes this more than clear. Here is Aleksei Slapovskii’s perfect skeleton 
for the perfect post-Soviet drama, even playing with a phrase or two from 
Mexican serials as it ponders the role of love amid socio-economic turmoil 
in the Big City: 

We’ve not yet come to our senses, but life has already dragged us off in 
all kinds of directions. Nothing but princes and paupers, queens and 
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Figure 5.1 Request Stop. 


Cinderellas, the rich (who “also cry”) and the poor (who also laugh). 
Without even going anywhere, we’ve suddenly ended up in different 
worlds. And people from different worlds don’t usually cross paths. Yet 
sometimes those paths do cross in chance and strange ways, leading to 
the most unpredictable consequences. At a certain request stop on the 
outskirts of a typical Russian town, that is, at a place where the bus 
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driver will only stop if you really ask him to, a mild-mannered man 
stands in the rain. His name is Smirnov. He has decided to go to his 
mother’s place after a minor spat with his wife Natasha. A beautiful 
woman, Irina, drives past in her dazzling car from her dazzling life. 
She’s business-like, liberated, and independent. (There was a husband, 
but he got sick of it all.) She drives her car through a puddle (acciden¬ 
tally) and soaks poor Smirnov from head to toe. She’d only have to 
laugh and drive on ... yet either from some whim or a sudden act of 
genuine kindness she picks up Smirnov, takes him home, dries him off, 
and warms him up. Then she releases him back into the world. She 
wasn’t attracted to him - after all, he does have a few odd quirks. He 
gets totally drunk after a single glass of wine and faints if anybody 
shouts at him. 17 

This odd couple grows closer and closer to love, for he brings her a 
charming, sometimes dangerous naivety from the grassy provinces into a 
world where benevolence and charity are rarely a good (or profitable) idea. When 
we take these disarming innocents and transfer them into society, Smirnov 
(Dmitrii Pevtsov) and Irina (Ol’ga Drozdova) are habitually defined through 
gendered expectations or sweeping generalizations, as noted earlier: kind 
women help and improve rough men through romance. Conversely, kind 
men like Smirnov might fix strong women. They could fix the post-per¬ 
estroika, haggish, and hardhearted female bosses of the song “Working 
Woman” ( Delovaia zhenshchina ) by Laima Vaikule and Valerii Leont’ev way 
back in 1986. She says: “You! You there! Why are you sleeping at work?” 
He replies: “I was visiting my friends yesterday. Dancing, too. I'm very sorry!” 
Cities can do something unnatural to those in love. 

Another Life (Drugaia zhizn’, 2003), A Bomb for the Bride (Bomba 
dlia nevesty, 2004), and I Love You (la tehia liubliu, 2004) 

I saw a play about a young schoolgirl educating some old, silver-haired 
professor. Everybody was in tears, audience and manager; even the box- 
office girl downstairs was wiping away her tears with three-ruble 
notes ... Honestly, Soviet sappiness is dreadful! 

(Leonid Leonov, Skutarevskii, 1932) 

A good example of this modern, iron lady of the Big City is offered by 
Another Life, a tale of Moscow-bound provincials starring Channel One 
morning TV host Ekaterina Strizhenova - as a TV host. Juxtaposed with the 
capital (by a four-hour drive) is a tiny village, where a woman with child 
and motorcycle-collecting husband suddenly feels very disappointed by her 
fate. She decides to look for better love and a better address, and thus 
instigates a story evoking sympathy for those stuck in the lifeless provinces, 
while criticizing their occasional recourse to desperation. The director and 
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Figure 5.2 Another Life. 


screenwriter, Elena Raiskaia, hoped that Another Life would survive in the 
sea of dramatic serials for three reasons: first, because “Life can actually be 
interesting without gunfights and criminals”; second, because “Viewers will 
never tire of the relationships between a man and a woman”; and, finally, 
because “We’ve found a new narrative form here. Our series is one big talk 
show, where the heroines each tell their story.” The series uses a celebrity to 
play a celebrity and as a result the romance remains far from most people’s 
normality The same is true of A Bomb for the Bride (dir. Aleksandr Pavlovskii), 
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which employs Vladimir Vishnevskii as a game-show host and moderately 
gifted singer luliia Nachalova as a singer. Their show is supposed to help 
couples win cash and prizes they will need to improve their new, shared 
bank accounts. 

A similar focus upon the individual within Moscow’s upward socializa¬ 
tion comes in the series I Love You (dir. Viacheslav Krishtofovich, 2004), a rather 
banal title that sadly resulted from dropping the original name of Ekaterina 
Vil’mont’s novel, I Want a Babe on Rollerskates! (Khochu babu na rolikakh !): 

For many years, the heroine of this series was only ... a wife. Caring, 
faithful, and dedicated. She [Aleksandra] loved her husband, a well- 
known actor, without reservation and assumed he felt the same way. It 
turned out, however, that things weren’t quite so sunny; in an instant 
her secure world falls apart. How hard it is to start all over again! But 
she gets through all the hardships, showing exceptional character as she 
becomes happy, famous, and wealthy ... And, most importantly, love - 
the main thing in life - will warm her heart once again. 

Starring the statuesque Mariia Shukshina from Brezhnev, this story starts 
with marital pressures caused when her actor-husband suddenly becomes an 
overnight success in an Italian production - and is thus surrounded by 
hordes of young female fans. Fortune visits the husband, leaving the wife 
with only tough choices. The popular magazine TV-Seven ( Telesem ’) was 
willing even mid-series to put its faith in her fate , rather than worry about 
the choice of infidelity made by her husband (Iaroslav Boiko). Destiny and 
doubt are all mixed up. “Will Sasha be successful? Yes, of course! ... A new 
life, new love, and a wonderful future.” 18 The underlying idea that fate 
decides all and happiness is synonymous with fame (requiring no more than 
patience) led to significant audience sympathy: “The serial really kept my 
interest. It seems I experience all the blows in Aleksandra’s fate together 
with her.” Those blows, however, are often countered by Aleksandr Abdu¬ 
lov’s character, offering sage advice, fidelity, and loads of money or love 
from the sidelines. Fikelihood here looks unlikely. 

Side by Side with Love (Parallel'no liubvi, 2004), Society Pages (Svetskie 
khroniki, 2002), and Polka-Dot Heaven (Nebo v goroshek, 2003) 

Fove, life, and his whole heart - he knew he could trust them to her; 
she’d never spoil or harm them. Everything in him was open to her; 
nothing was left except Dasha herself. And she knew so. 

(Galina Nikolaeva, Bitva v puti, 1957) 

I Love You, incidentally, is far from the only romantic serial in which 
Abdulov plays a fairy godfather. This role is a troubling one in the romantic 
melodrama, for it suggests that the grandest love needs the biggest bank 
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account, and here we slip into some of the beachfront banalities of the tel¬ 
enovela. In Side by Side with Love, mentioned earlier, money, Muscovite 
(criminal) acumen, and political clout are all terribly sexy. The serial is 
remarkable in that its hero, played by Igor' Lifanov, offers without contest 
the most browbeaten protagonist of any romantic drama. Though now very 
successful, as a child he was dragged into a world of child slavery, pedo¬ 
philia, and snuff movies. Lifanov himself, the star of many action series on 
television, here moves in his own romantic biography from less than noth¬ 
ing to everything - yet we see none of this happening. People just happen to 
be rich and just happen to save the occasional heroine. It was all just sup¬ 
posed to happen, given time; he moves to the countryside to learn how. 

The same is true of the rather tedious Society Pages (dir. Valerii Zelenskii 
and Andrei Kuznetsov), which, although involving the adventures of a 
magazine staff “behind the scenes of bohemia," revolves around the growing 
love between a famous photographer (Galkin) and a TV host. Before their 
friendship even starts looking like a romance, we have what the promotional 
materials aptly call a “beautiful couple.” Things are the way they are. 
Another series that ends in equally well-financed happiness whilst incor¬ 
porating the provincial thematic is Polka-Dot Heaven (dir. Vladimir Balk- 
ashinov). It both plays upon the type of centripetal tales outlined so far and 
acquires a second “provincial” aspect in that it was filmed and funded by 
the Ukrainian TV industry. Here the Moscow heroine moves far away from 
the capital and finds both financial and familial success. Perhaps this was 
why the series would hopefully mark the “renaissance of Ukrainian cinema.” 19 
Not only was filming south of the border cheaper, but the crew did not even 
wait for seasons specified in the screenplay; autumnal scenes were shot in 
fur coats - when in actuality the outdoor temperature was over 30° Celsius. 20 

Sweating all the way, the actors and actresses plowed through an eight- 
episode series in two months, producing the dramatic tale of an innocent’s 
education in the world of greed and greenbacks: 

It all begins with a train accident. The main heroine (Klavdiia) finds a 
baby girl (Zhenia) by the riverside. Somehow this youngster has survived 
the catastrophe. Klavdiia takes Zhenia to a hospital in the nearest small 
town. Not long afterwards she adopts the girl and establishes the town's 
first casino. 21 

Promotional materials fleshed out this mysterious brevity: 

A young and enterprising woman from Moscow, Klavdiia, having amassed 
a decent sum of money, leaves the capital once and for all. She sets off 
for the deep provinces in order to bring them civilization. She starts by 
opening a casino in a small town. The rural residents meet this Moscow 
guest somewhat coldly, with distrust and caution, and then the people 
who lose their income to Klavdiia’s casino enter into direct conflict with 
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her. A woman will always find the strength of endurance within her, 
though, despite all the scheming of her enemies and any failures in her 
private life. Klavdiia manages to re-establish the club after it is burnt 
down - and at the same time raise a little girl she found as a toddler on 
the side of the road. Similarly, she also manages to discover, at long 
last, her “other half” and starts living happily. 

If this is starting to sound a bit silly or far from feasibility, TV audiences 
thought so, too. Given the fatalism (or mysterious destinies) outlined thus 
far that viewers often seem to accept, any wild manipulation of another 
social realm can seem rather unconvincing: 

There’s one crowd scene in the casino bar, where everybody’s smiling 
and happily dancing along to some criminal song that does nothing 
more than underline the crisis in this TV genre. Where can you find a 
casino were the public smiles so much - and applauds the artiste? 22 


Dear Masha Berezina (Dorogaia Masha Berezina , 2004) 

Moneyed, deterministic and Moscow-centric dramas have been most spec¬ 
tacularly represented by the condescension of Dear Masha Berezina (dir. 
Ekaterina Dvigubskaia, Petr Krotenko, Stanislav Libin, and Aleksandr Smir¬ 
nov), a series also blessed with the most ostentatious of websites. Worryingly 
fond of its own affectedness, the site - among other bells and whistles - 
intended to bless a few viewers with a rare chance to enter its world, either 
virtually (real-time chat with the actors) or temporarily (a small walk-on 
part in the series). The opportunity to be blessed by that which cannot be freely 
chosen leaves the prizes’ recipients shell-shocked, especially one young man: 

I want to be famous. 1 know people like turning women into celebrities, 
but that’s so unfair! How are men any worse? I’m such a great fan of 
movies, too. 1 watch all the new releases ... Starring in a TV series, it seems 
to me, will be a great way to start showing myself “on stage.” 1 must 
say, though, that I’m not an actor - and never will be - but it’ll be 
interesting to try myself in this role, to see myself on the screen and in 
the company of stars. It’ll be a new experience, so why not? 23 

The chat-room passions were occasionally just as fervent in their defense of 
gloss: “WHY D’YOU KEEP COMPLAINING ABOUT AN’KA FOR? 
SHE’S A SUPER HEROINE AND IF YOU DON’T LIKE HER, THAT’S 
YOUR OWN OPINION - SO KEEP IT TO YOURSELF ... !” Yet the 
comeback lacked no verve: “IT’S CRAP: 1 just don’t like this serial. It’s too 
much like films from Hollywood. ‘Romance d la Hollywood.’ Basically it’s 
utter shit.” 24 The centripetal, but very un-provincial tale of model Masha 
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returning to Moscow after the catwalks of Paris, Milan, and London was - 
like Poor Nastia - shot using American technology and cost about $100,000 
per episode. Parallels between the two series can be further justified because 
many of the budgetary and teamwork figures coincide. Jumping each and 
every time to meet these new, expensive benchmarks, Parisian scenes would 
be shot exclusively in Paris (not Riga) and only the finest hotels, banks, 
bars, and shops would be employed for Moscow episodes. 25 

What is interesting, however, is how the series’ rigid thematic stereotypes, 
offered to viewers from afar (culturally speaking), were contradicted by its 
structure. The producers stayed barely ahead of each broadcast date, alter¬ 
ing storylines according to audience reactions. This approach, though 
stressful, allowed episodes to reference recent events directly, such as Mariia 
Sharapova’s Wimbledon victory in the summer of 2004. Viewers did not 
want anything except happy material, no matter its unattainability in a lofty 
class. As the main actress, Anna Azarova, noted in an interview for the 
magazine Your Leisure Time (Vash dosug ): 

We’re filming a fairy tale about a beautiful life. Beautiful people, cars, 
clothes, homes, and love. We’re all already tired of the negativity in our 
own reality. When 1 myself go home tired after work and push a button 
on the TV remote, 1 feel 1 need a fairy tale, too. 26 

It was hoped that the needs of beauty-starved viewers would increase both 
audience share and creative activity at STS (founded in 1996). In 2004 the 
channel ran 27 series in its schedules, as opposed to 87 on Rossiia. 27 

Keen to start its salvation with a bang, STS planned the debut of this A- 
Media/Sony Pictures epic right after the final whistle of 2004’s European 
Football Championship. The opening credits might therefore reach the 100 
million viewers who could not reach for the remote fast enough. 28 Given the 
tedium of that final match, STS’s audience was no doubt keen on excitement, 
in fact $6 million worth - “a budget to make Isaura the Slave or Kamens- 
kaia jealous!” 29 An unreal financial plan, piggy-backing on Europe’s greatest 
sporting event; an unreal plot and fairytale resources: Dear Masha Berezina 
soon overshadowed any kind of contact with the outside world on a human 
scale. STS even placed a clock in the corner of the television screen, count¬ 
ing down to the 21:00 start of the series. The clock looked remarkably similar 
to the same logo used by other channels to remind viewers of impending 
daily news broadcasts. 30 Masha Berezina would tell you all you need to 
know about the world. 

In this light, consider the recent success of STS that - in the eyes of 
some - has forced even NTV to follow suit and abandon political critique. 
Since undergoing a change of management in May 2002, its core audience 
of 18 45-year-olds has risen by 54 percent. It has overtaken NTV and 
become the third-largest purchaser of series, after Channel One and Rossiia. 
It shows no news, replacing bulletins with comedy and feature films; Russian 



116 Russian television today 

broadcasts constitute 40 percent of the line-up and the rest are foreign. 31 
No station is growing faster. Director Aleksandr Rodnianskii, commenting 
upon this editorial framework, has noted: 

STS has positioned itself in the market not just as an entertainment 
channel for young people. It creates a domain of positive emotions, a 
world of beautiful and strong men, a world of beautiful women. It’s a 
window onto another world, instead of being a window onto the court¬ 
yard of your apartment building. 32 

We will return to the equally positive and beautiful comedies of STS in 
Chapter 6. 

The flipside of this approach can be just as successful, too. Attracting 
public interest by manipulating a large number of darkly funny, negative 
examples is the most famous example of social discord, Dmitrii Nagiev's 
show Windows (Okna). It uses actors to play out their angry, urban disputes 
in the style of The Jerry Springer Show. Very often these disputes have been 
performed with sufficient understatement that millions of viewers take them 
as reality, despite the impractical reasons for which the participants suppo¬ 
sedly reach a social impasse. They typically concern generational or marital 
disagreement over some form of loss - money, housing, employment, pres¬ 
tige, or a once-faithful spouse - caused by the greed of another. Such is the 
assumed nature of typical lives and really typical people in Moscow. 

Typicality or verisimilitude vs. Moscow’s reality TV 

If Moscow’s allure causes so many unnatural social problems, maybe verity 
(human nature) could be best observed in an isolated bubble, in a social 
laboratory with no address - a place that is nowhere in particular and 
therefore potentially anywhere. According to this logic, reality TV could 
help us to see how human interaction, divorced from the faceless socializing 
of gigantic cities, operates today. Maybe the “harmonious networks” of 
beloved Russian storytelling would then come to light? In bringing a 
potentially universal actuality to television, the first, most famous step was 
ventured by the 2001 reality series Za steklom (Through the Window), a 
version from TV6 of the popular Western Big Brother broadcasts. 

Six contestants were locked in a tailor-made apartment, itself housed 
inside Moscow’s Rossiia hotel, though the city itself was out of bounds. The 
players were left to go about their lonely business, leaving some to suggest 
that the idea of a “game” per se was unlikely to foster parity. Indeed the 
participants’ presence in this ongoing competition was decided by public 
vote, by exclusion, leading to the gradual choice of a winner who would 
receive an apartment (worth approximately $30,000 at the time). Over the 
initially planned broadcast period of thirty-four days, interested parties 
could follow the three men and women either during regular TV broadcasts 
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(commented upon by psychologists) or via a live, 24/7 web feed. 33 At the 
same time as this voyeurism, an equally piquant, formless (and thus “real'’) 
chat show was also enjoying great success: Dirty Laundry ( Bol’shaia stirka). 
Everything was being hung out - for all to see. 34 

Politicians were soon complaining that this unfiltered, unmanaged reality 
was straying at times in the direction of “pornography,” and indeed one 
male contestant left Za steklom with relative speed after his fiancee declared 
that his behavior, seen nationwide, was starting to dishonor her family. 35 
Nonetheless, the show's website logged over 13 million hits in the first three 
weeks; pirated highlight videos also appeared in the capital's marketplaces 
after sex between two contestants was recorded on film. 36 

This purportedly Russian chaos had a foreign precedent. The Dutch company 
Endemol, responsible for the very first closed-door reality show, was out¬ 
raged at Through the Window’s abuse of a copyrighted format and immedi¬ 
ately declared it would prosecute TV6. 37 Nineteen stations around the world 
were already making similar broadcasts and paying a license fee; the Rus¬ 
sians had refused to cough up. Business practices outside Moscow’s Rossiia 
hotel were spoiling (if not manipulating) those inside with unreasonable 
promises of self-promotion. 

These calculating broadcasts had begun to appear when Boris Berezovskii 
was the major shareholder of TV6; he, perhaps as a result, decided simul¬ 
taneously to use that channel for a strangely dual purpose. He began max¬ 
imizing the station’s political critique (which was financially risky) whilst 
pandering to the lowest, most profitable common denominators in his 
entertainment listings. His aesthetic standards would bankroll the risk of 
passing judgment on the Kremlin. After all, the TV advertising market had 
grown 74 percent between 2000 and 2001, to a record high of $400 million; 
over the same period US TV advertising revenues had fallen by 11 percent. 
Things were looking up, thanks in part to cheap, scheming, and socially 
perverse reality shows. 

Moscow’s profit margins would continue to alter the nature of actuality; 
the longer the show, the happier the advertisers. Most successful in this regard 
has been the related reality broadcast of House 2 (Dom 2), still ongoing 
(each and every day) two years after the arrival of its initial contestants. The 
format has since been purchased by Sony, despite discussion of its “immor¬ 
ality” in the Duma. Based on a similar elimination process to Za steklom, this 
show involves a group of young people building a house together just out¬ 
side Moscow; as the construction work progresses, romance between the 
players either blossoms or founders. Long-term couples are afforded better 
accommodation, while unloved players face a greater chance of exclusion. 
Eliminated contestants now easily outnumber the remaining six “core” 
couples. Their fame has reached the point where their real lives, filmed around 
the clock, have engendered other forms of lucrative fantasy: these include 
recording music, performing in massed holiday concerts, starring in films, 
and hosting their own talk shows. 
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The young “builders” range from 18 to 30 years in age, and come from all 
across Russia; provincial participants outnumber those from big cities. 
Together we watch them lead their lives over a time span that puts several 
long-lived dramas to shame: 

This project has lasted a very, very long time. Over this [two-year] period 
we’ve seen song and dance, romantic dates and break-ups, jealousy, 
intrigue, love-triangles, and fisticuffs. We’ve even seen a couple of wed¬ 
dings! True, nobody has had any babies yet, but perhaps that’s just a 
matter of time? 

Overseeing the private performances are the two young female presenters, 
Kseniia Borodina and Kseniia Sobchak, daughter of St. Petersburg’s first 
post-communist mayor. Both these adjudicators of others’ fates are the dar¬ 
lings of Moscow’s nightlife. Sobchak advertises a number of perfumes and 
fashion houses. She also plans to enter politics. 

Other shows have used measured eliminations or exclusion to observe 
behavioral changes in claustrophobic actuality. The best example here 
would be the NY-based Hunger ( Golod ), the format of which amazed some 
Western observers: 

The pitch for the show? Thirteen Russian twenty-somethings who don’t 
speak a word of English are brought to a house in Queens. In order to 
eat they either complete a task given by the producers or they go out 
into the city and try to get it themselves (like Kristina Kalinina, who 
made $112 by going up to men and screaming, “Give me money and I’ll 
take off my clothes and dance!”). Once a week a pair of contestants 
goes out into the city and competes to see who can get more money or 
food. The pair is then flown back to Russia where the audience decides 
who should stay and who should go. The winner of the show gets a 
$2,000 monthly pension for life ... So, how long till [the US channel] 
FOX picks up Hunger and sends some Americans to Moscow? 38 

The Russian promotional materials, however, drew a much more dignified 
parallel with an event from Soviet history that had once become the subject 
of many songs. In 1960 four Soviet soldiers had been cast adrift in a boat 
off the coast of Sakhalin for forty-nine days and nights, by which time they 
had eaten their boots, belts, and even an accordion. They were saved, well 
on their way to Hawaii, after a chance discovery by American sailors. “The 
whole world,” said Golod, “admired the courage and endurance of these 
Soviet soldiers, who resorted neither to madness, nor to cannibalism. The 
Russians held this feat of their own military men in the highest possible 
regard.” 

After 106 days, Hunger was won by a certain Katia Nemova. In her vic¬ 
tory interview for the host station, TNT, she first insisted that everything 
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had been filmed as part of real-time actuality. No screenwriters, said Nemova, 
had been involved in any artificial, predetermined adventures. The experience 
had taught her what she was capable of, that she could “achieve something” 
in life. 

One media analyst, drawing a parallel between these reality shows and 
Russia’s TV dramas or post-Mexican soaps, pondered the common issue of 
“reality” therein. She concluded that their tactics of claustrophobia made 
events unreal, since a third of reality shows worldwide produce a nervous 
breakdown in one or more contestants. The resulting, voyeuristic Schaden¬ 
freude of Dom 2, Golod, and other series was, held the analyst, a con¬ 
sequence of massive emotional suppression under the Soviets. Affective 
expansiveness was “inherent” in the Russian people, but it had been unable to 
express itself until now - hence the slightly warped, if not hysterical, nature 
of these broadcasts. They were turning an urgently desired, long-constrained 
affect into desperately sought, “almost narcotic” drives for frankness. 
That honesty, however, was unable to shake off the conditions placed 
upon it by audience expectation (for sex, profanity, and so forth). 39 

Other instances of this format have also been taken wholesale from the 
West, even more directly than Za steklom. Two good examples are REN- 
TV’s Temptation Island (Ostrov iskushenii) and Channel One’s Survivor 
(Poslednii geroi, literally The Final Hero). Of the latter we hear that 

four single couples set off to a distant exotic island, where they’ll put 
their relationships to the test. Upon arrival the couples are broken up 
and sent far from each other, to different hotels. These divided pairs 
[between 21 and 31 years of age] won’t be able to communicate directly. 
Besides exotic nature and ocean beaches, our contestants will also find 
“tempters or temptresses” of the opposite sex. These are young, single 
and active people. Our fun-loving travelers will be happy to start a 
relationship on this island, and maybe even find their destiny ... The 
divided couples will go on lots of dates with their tempters; maybe that’ll 
lead to new couples and new relationships, too. 

Properly licensed this time (via FOX), with no complaints from Hollywood, 
Ostrov iskushenii offered little in the way of originality, since by the time it 
ran in Russia versions had already aired over the last four years in Britain, 
Australia, France, Germany, Spain, Greece, Hungary, Belgium, and all across 
Scandinavia. It was hosted by Vladislav Galkin, thus bringing the ideas of 
serialized (make-believe) stories and biographies even closer. Interestingly 
enough, just before the series began, Galkin said anybody who puts their 
lives through a process such as Temptation Island is not within the framework 
of objective actuality; they are, he believed, willingly submitting their reality 
to manufactured changes that constitute something else entirely, a “parallel 
potential.” Irina Varlamova, producer of the series, clarified this difference 
succinctly when she said that this latent, analogous form of authenticity had 
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one significant downside: cruelty. It would make the Russian version of 
Temptation Island different and “more entertaining.” No single term, it 
seems, better defines the failure of reality TV to attain or even reflect a his¬ 
torically validated, endlessly desired habitus from literary Russian storytelling. 

Various seasons of Poslednii geroi tried similar uses of an “exclusive” 
cruelty, set in progressively more exotic locales, each time in the name of a 3 
million ruble purse. The shows moved between Panama (for the debut 
season of 2001), Malaysia, and Haiti, at which point the contestants were 
no longer badly behaved plebs but bona fide TV stars - or at least those who 
could do with a little extra publicity: Ekaterina Semenova, Iuliia Nacha- 
lova, and Zhanna Friske, for example, all starred in the 2003 series. 

The most consequential of all these overlaps has been the musical talent 
series Fabrika zvezd (Star Factory), in the spirit of American Idol. It has 
currently offered the nation five separate competitions on Channel One. 
This potentially endless series “offers young talent a unique opportunity to 
present itself [in the Moscow arena], to find its place on today’s musical 
Olympus and enhance today’s music business. Come on and join in the 
production of our Factory’s stars! Take part in the voting! For the very first 
time you’ll see how new stars are born on the Russian stage.” 

Among the show’s more famous judges is chanteuse Alla Pugacheva. Her 
reasons for taking part speak once more to a possible, “parallel” ameliora¬ 
tion of reality in the middle of Moscow. Her own website tells us as much. 
Pugacheva stands against urban, unfair providence - all in the name of little 
nobodies. The relation of the following quote to Fabrika's evenhandedness 
or actuality is, however, open to considerable debate; recent editions of the 
show have included young contestants who are already of some renown. 
The most egregious example of this was St. Petersburg vocalist Zara in 2006: 

Pugacheva’s unique quality is a finely-honed sense of equality. Bad 
people who fall into her “bio-field” either become good people, or they 
vanish completely. She can be a saint or a sinner; she can be awful, too - 
just like any other woman. People love, fear, respect, and worship her. 
Pugacheva’s songs help people to survive, to believe in themselves. There’s 
never been any aggression in her songs. She’s been called a “secret weapon” 
because she has always helped people dream of something better. 40 

Equally consequential and magnanimous judges in this production of 
starry-eyed expectancy have been musical producers Igor’ Matvienko and 
Maks Fadeev, together with well-known composers Igor’ Krutoi and Igor’ 
Nikolaev. They help to “guide typical groups” of approximately twenty 
young boys and girls through twelve weeks of grueling competition. Occu¬ 
pying Channel One’s busy “Star House” in Moscow, they may call friends 
and relatives only once every two days. Approximately 400 letters a day 
arrived at Channel One during the 2004 shows in the hope of reaching 
the participants, yet none, says the station, made their way through the 
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800 staffers working on the show. This, once again, is improbable, given 
that the rules regarding phone-based texting were considerably weaker. 
Each of the contestants, it was rumored, got about 100 messages per day. 
Texting was then overshadowed by the high degree of web-based traffic 
(including forums), constituting a total of 3.6 million hits on the show’s 
site. 

All this activity has a goal: exhibition. It is social only because it is directed 
towards strangers; the claustrophobic confinement of passionate, frequently 
peeved youngsters is eventually transported to the grandest of all Moscow 
stages for collective, far-reaching concerts. The finale of the 2003 series 
gathered 17,000 people in Moscow’s Olympic stadium. At the end of the 
2004 season, one of the contestant winners, Nastia Stotskaia, likewise took 
part in a five-hour musical concert at the Kremlin, broadcast from coast to 
coast. It was hosted by the singer Valeriia (the “voice of Russia”) and the 
nation’s most famous impressionist, Maksim Galkin. These are not isolated 
examples of well-funded pomp; the nationwide interest in Fabrika zvezd 
now leads on a regular basis to many musical extravaganzas in which well- 
established stars (such as Pugacheva’s daughter) and neophyte contestants 
sing together to mutual benefit or profit. 

The degree of cynicism regarding Moscow’s reality and talent shows 
has grown in recent years. Producers’ rhetoric habitually stresses evenhand- 
edness, but in doing so it merely hints at a supernatural triumph for 
those people who would never normally dream of such things. If the 
wealthiest, most influential (or adept) bribers would keep winning reality 
shows, the public could at least take heart in a comforting fatalism. Every¬ 
body, however, is offered everything in longwinded pledges, but nobody gets 
anything. Thus is Muscovite reality presented; no wonder TV’s heroes and 
heroines keep escaping to the countryside, as we will see on many occa¬ 
sions. 

What remains is a managed , restricted, or proscribed version of expan¬ 
siveness, the product of a 1970s Brezhnevian tradition. The best example 
thereof is the messy, “speakeasy” format of Channel One’s 2006 talk show 
No Hang-Ups (Bez kompleksov). Supposedly an adlibbed interaction with 
stars and audience, where the host Lolita Miliavskaia “hides nothing and 
judges nobody,” the broadcasts stay firmly within the twee, tidy limits of a 
profitable daytime format. Miliavskaia herself, born in 1963, is a perfect 
product of this managed generation, which, as mentioned earlier, constitutes 
70 percent or more of today’s TV staff. 

Conclusion: wary of “unnatural” excess, today’s TV borrows a 
middle ground from Brezhnevian traditions (and their loss) 

All I can see inside myself is a throng of intersecting lines; one of them 

flies upwards, beyond the limits of my paintings. 

(Leonid Leonov, Skutarevskii, 1932) 
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Russia's impoverished public and wealthy performers, the men and women 
like Miliavskaia who once took solace from the songs of Pugacheva, do so 
now from the films of that long-gone era. They turn to the movies of 
Brezhnev's office, which pepper TV line-ups every single New Year’s Day 
and Christmas, in fact whenever families come together. As noted in this 
book’s Introduction, the most widely accepted stories told during Russia’s 
biggest celebrations come from the 1970s. Brezhnevian films, in other words, 
are the most popular and profitable during holiday primetime. They tell us 
a great deal about the desired and desiring worldview of those who grew up 
with them. 

These movies show a slow loss of respectful peace and quiet as cities 
became greedier prior to perestroika. By the late 1970s, for example, the 
social ideals of cinema had turned often to the highly successful genre of 
musicals (Pugacheva’s Zhenshchina, kotoraia poet or Sofiia Rotaru’s Dusha) 
and gentle comedy (like Ironiia sud’by or Sluzhebnyi roman ), all of which I 
have examined in detail elsewhere. The slightly later box-office success of 
the early 1980s took elements of this musical or social harmony into more 
adventurous (and more frightening) territory. They chart much of what 
today’s audiences lament at Christmas and New Year. The effort to vivify 
absent social bonds in late Brezhnevian cinema (and somewhat beyond) is 
the same effort under threat from Moscow’s influence today. These parallels 
are made by the journalists who grew up with the former narratives - and 
today publish critical articles about the latter. 

One very indicative feature here is Mechanic Gavrilov’s Favorite Woman 
(dir. P. Todorovskii), a simple and touching tale of yearning in 1981. A 
middle-aged lady - Rita (Liudmila Gurchenko) - waits for her groom on her 
wedding day, but he does not turn up: “You can have a husband and still be 
very lonely,” she says. Strangers offer her some solace on the city street 
( wine and a sandwich), while Rita herself helps a much younger couple decide 
their marriage plans during an outdoors tiff. She even lends the fiancee her 
own dress: this sad act embodies the universally social existence eluding Rita 
herself. Ashamed to face acquaintances at her own failed reception, she gets 
another stranger to pretend to be Gavrilov, introduced as the hero of Rita’s 
whirlwind romance. Suddenly Gavrilov does indeed turn up: he had defen¬ 
ded a woman’s honor at the flower shop, got into a punch-up and was 
delayed at the police station. Only luck, it seems, can make an ideal come true, 
where “you can’t imagine what happiness this is,” a subjective, unpredict¬ 
able, unspoken aim, one unobtainable through specific or practical effort. 

One of the most impressive hit films in its determination to save a happy 
social existence in a worsening society came in 1985’s Flight 222 (dir. S. 
Mikaelian). Here we already feel the grim pressures of perestroika on the 
calm, modest desires of the 1970s. The movie concerns a sportsman on tour 
in New York with his wife, a dancer. The husband suddenly, even to the 
amazement of his spouse, runs off to the bright lights of the Big Apple and 
asks for political asylum. As the two nations involved sort out the matter of 
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the wife’s desires (or try to interpret those familiar desires for political gain), 
the troupe’s airplane is delayed on the tarmac, unable to leave for Moscow. 
Pugacheva’s song “Starry Summer” (Zvezdnoe leto ) plays in order to calm 
people in the cabin, as the US or Soviet authorities try to force the woman's 
hand. She, however, starts to sense a better, quieter “social being” amid the 
passengers than she does with her selfish husband. “I understand every¬ 
thing,” she says. “It’s extremely simple. He has stayed behind.” 

The worse the relationship and the pushier the politicians, the jollier and 
more successful the relations between passengers; they realize a happy state 
of cohabitation in their metal, successfully social bubble on the runway. The 
passengers escape the nastiness of New York (and Moscow politics) because 
they are nowhere in particular. They sing “Happy Birthday” to one another, 
plus famous songs from Soviet children’s cartoons. The passengers know 
what they want and need among each other, whereas the politicians have no 
idea what the wife wants; she says almost nothing during the entire film. 
Finally, inspired by her fellow passengers, she announces that she wants to 
go home. “Home” does not imply a motherland but “my mother and my 
friends at work.” Her husband begs her to stay, but she flies off to continue 
the messy, multiple searches for selfhood among many little people, rather 
than the false, quotidian attempt with one poor spouse. 

By 1986, a time we associate with a break in the Soviet aesthetic or the 
emergence of anger and political critique, our social, choral ideals continue 
to be sought in a way that has little to do with glasnost. This is the senti¬ 
mental, wantonly minorized vein that runs through to today’s TV stories. In 
the film Forgive Me (Prosti , dir. E. Iasan), we begin with an atmosphere of 
tense friendships and sometimes cruel mockery in a group of female lab 
assistants: “You’re in a collective, not the jungle!” Marriage reflects the 
same malaise: “All women realize their husband’s infidelity sooner or later” - 
and indeed this is what the main character discovers. Since “we live to work 
and not vice versa” in the USSR, a solution to this mishap will not come 
easily. In a tale as cruel as Kalina krasnaia, the heroine flees to the house only 
to be mugged - and apparently raped. Only now is there some vague reconci¬ 
liation between the central couple. Surely, if documenting reality means this 
much wretchedness, is there not some hope for an all-encompassing, 
accommodating, and affective aesthetic somewhere elsel Hope comes, as ever, 
in two ways: a reduction in the scale of social projects and recourse to the 
unspoken, geographically indeterminate workings of compassion that socia¬ 
list art often invokes with reference to an unpeopled wilderness or music. 

In Karen Shakhnazarov’s hugely popular comedy of 1986, The Courier, 
laughter also helps, via irony, to reduce the likelihood of big drama or 
clumsy problem-solving. A boy’s parents get divorced; hence we begin with 
a socially orphaned Soviet citizen. The scale could be no smaller as social 
groups hold out against the cruelty of perestroika. Russia does nothing for 
this young man, Ivan; he and his friends are happier break-dancing to 
Herbie Hancock, a type of music that means more than the civic pride of 
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Lev Leshchenko’s civically responsible hit song “Parental Home” ( Rodi- 
tel’skii dom) that we hear playing in the background during one screaming 
match. He says he will burn down the apartment and hates his own mother. 
Thankfully employment offers a possible alternative to this wretchedness. 

A job as a courier takes him to the house of a professor and her attrac¬ 
tive daughter, but the father is initially disgusted by Ivan’s “nihilism and 
rudeness,” by his one “principle of social existence: a good wage and as little 
work as possible.” Out of lazy interest Ivan asks his friend if he has any 
principle of social existence. The friend stutters, stumbles and finally relies 
upon utterly unconvincing rhetorical cliche, merely repeating something he 
would have learned in a late-Soviet classroom: “The principle of humanism.” 

Ivan slowly gets to know the professor’s daughter and shows her, amid 
his dreams of Africa’s wilderness and Masai warriors, some nearby waste¬ 
land where he believes a leopard lives in secret, having once escaped cap¬ 
tivity. The professor slowly warms to this sluggish bravado or truthfulness 
that reminds us of L’Etranger, but the daughter, conversely, starts to find it 
somewhat tiring. This unsuccessful construction and dismantling of fickle 
social relationships only resolves itself at the very end of the movie. Ivan 
asks his friend once more what his dream in life is; the friend says he wants 
a winter coat. Ivan gives him his own new coat in silence. One tiny moment 
of an ideal (inspired by the virtues of a distant wilderness) survives amid 
angry parents, a failed romance, a sad apartment, and divorce. Over and 
over again, this dreamy, rarely seen ideal will be connected with a break¬ 
down of the subject-object divide and the open, non-urban spaces of the 
world’s biggest country. This chapter has focused on negative examples. 

The use of love among villagers to advocate (or make) better cohesion 
was adopted more explicitly by Channel One in its 2004 mini-series that 
drew, once more, on the Shukshin family - Shukshins Stories (dir. Arkadii Sir- 
enko). Compared to the jingoism of US primetime, this patriotic retro¬ 
spection of Brezhnevian backwaters (already redone in the present by 
Okhotniki za ikonami) is quieter, empathetic, and, as a result, harder to 
express. Its use of modesty, mercilessly self-deprecating humor, and unex¬ 
pected love to socialize lonely figures is sometimes complicated, especially 
when their multitude approaches a synonymy of everybody and nobody. 

Realizing an ideal “non-Moscow” is not easy. In looking to connect 
people beyond the received boundaries or limiting sets of mapmaking and 
history, many TV series have had difficulty balancing ahistorical love and 
passion with the related, busy environments of period costumes, antiques, or 
other specific references. Argument continues over the importance of socio- 
historical context and ways in which viewers might need or want it. Is it 
more important to show and retell (that is, correct) the past or, conversely, 
stress themes that survived despite the reality captured in received histories? 
These two goals overlap but remain distinct. 

This confusion underscores a delightful comedy series of 2006, The 
Enchanted Village (Zakoldovannyi uchastok). Written by Aleksei Slapovskii, 
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it tells of a Moscow hypnotist who tries to bewitch a series of dachas, the 
residents of which are troubled by a range of social woes: infidelity, alco¬ 
holism, and various failed “business” ventures. Can a lost, rustic peace be 
reclaimed, at least by the “magic” of hypnotism? This wonderful, sleepy state 
might bring a fleeting happiness, but “what’ll happen when everybody 
wakes up?” In a Tolstoian spirit, the hypnotist tells the villagers during one 
session: “You’re all a part of the universe, an inseparable part.” This insight 
is not easily gained. One local resident stops drinking and garners a similar 
sense of “oceanic” wonderment by staring endlessly at plants, fields, and 
thunderstorms. This behavior, though, strikes his wife as so abnormal she 
begs him to start drinking again; his consolation comes from singing old Soviet 
songs by Mark Bernes, wistfully, with a close friend across a twilight pasture. 

For any new story of love or social linkages to survive or improve upon 
old Soviet narratives, there are degrees of feasibility viewers will accept. The 
same is true of stories set in the present, where today’s urban and market- 
driven values are overwhelmingly oppressive. Hence the amazing frequency 
with which fate and destiny in Moscow are mentioned. Yet these forces are 
never really explained; dramas like Life Lines or Two Fates include love’s 
victory, yet do so in ways that leave the workings of fate unexplained. 
Nobody really cares, however. In a land where love was so often trampled 
by urban dictate (Deti Arbata being a perfect example) viewers simply have 
to believe in a better, hidden force. And they do, because so many believe 
that society’s urban ills are just as predestined - as are the lives of heroines, 
the classic victims of melodrama, either in crowded, heartless Moscow or in 
distant meadows. 



6 Heroines 

Airports, planes, and wedding trains 


We are not always able to combine patriotic responsibility for Russia’s 
destiny with what Stolypin once called “Civil Liberties.” 

(Putin, 2000) 


Beloved ( Zhelannaia , 2003) and Nina (2001) 

The most typical heroines on today’s TV who struggle with an urban des¬ 
tiny, social objectification, or marital convention can perhaps be divided 
into three groups: those of the past, those of the present, and those thrown 
back and forth - either metaphorically (that is, by financial machinations) 
or physically (by railway systems and airlines, for example). Destabilization 
is one step closer to nothingness. The 2003 series Beloved (dir. Iurii Kuz’¬ 
menko) outlined the first of these groups very politely, as an initially con¬ 
fusing soon-to-be unruly desire from someone’s history: 

The present day. On her sixtieth birthday Mariia Grigor’eva receives an 
envelope from a stranger. Inside she finds a ring and an open letter 
signed with the pseudonym “Your Sweet Little Hedgehog.” Mariia 
recalls that she used the nickname for all her numerous lovers. She is 
mentally transported to the past in order to understand who could have 
sent her such a touching letter. 

Based, once again, on a novel with a more interesting title (Iurii Perov’s The 
Full-Figured Beauty [Prekrasnaia tolstushka ]), the series juxtaposes personal 
passions with the room for movement afforded by social convention. Kuz’¬ 
menko maintains, therefore, that Beloved could never have been screened 
during the Soviet period, if for no other reason than it shows a woman 
passing through a great number of sexual relationships, one of which 
involves a political figure (clearly based on Beriia) exercising his fantasy in 
tights and a tutu. 1 These oddities, hidden from the public eye, are combined 
with equal, ever-present attempts to capture forgotten, once-evident details 
from daily life, in particular in terms of domestic furnishings. The problem 
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Figure 6.1 Beloved. 

of a reality felt or remembered versus ''stuff’' comes back from shows such 
as The Idiot. The artistic director of Zhelannaia, Valentin Gidulianov, also 
worked on The Rendezvous Is Set and - just as before - spent endless hours 
scouring antique shops. Likewise, in the first few episodes Mariia (Ol’ga 
Vechkileva) is only fifteen years old; in order to resurrect her private and 
public age, costume designers took her dress patterns directly and scrupu¬ 
lously from magazine cut-outs of the 1950s. 2 
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This objectification of Mariia’s dizzying affairs amid archived maga¬ 
zines, paper cut-outs, and bric-a-brac also occurs as textual reductionism. 
The number of her (already numerous) relationships with men in the series 
is less than in the novel; additional lesbian adventures were also cut from 
the TV version. Her early attempts to instigate a miscarriage and avoid 
marriage are much less dramatic on screen, reduced to jumping down 
from chairs and cupboards, time after time. 3 Even the psychological 
horror of Beriia (Viktor Sukhorukov) is made ridiculous rather than crim¬ 
inal. This desire to show desire yet keep it free from excess or excessive 
political intrigue is evident in quite a few television shows. Heroines are 
scattered amid objects and others’ objectionable behavior, but they often 
remain separate from the extremes of what, ironically, is real life. Much is 
hinted at (by analogy or banality); almost nothing troublingly explicit is 
named. 

The 2001 romance Nina is another good example. It tells - not unlike / 
Love You - of a woman’s rise and fall (and rise again) in the worlds of 
business and love, yet the latter barely manages with great effort to elude 
the shadow of the former in the plot: 

Famous model Nina adores her profession; she is a loving mother and a 
faithful wife. Her life, however, changes radically after the dis¬ 
appearance of her husband Sasha. A happy life and career are lost 
forever. A meeting with Mikhail resurrects her hope for happiness and 
love. All is going well, but Aleksandr suddenly appears from nowhere. 
The weight of the past changes her life yet again. 

Promoters felt (no doubt correctly) that an avoidance of excess would make 
the series maximally palatable: 

The basic dramatic intrigue here will keep both guys and gals happy ... 
There’s the favorite combination of your typical, sexually repressed 
Lara Croft fan: spirited action with some bandit punch-ups and a sen¬ 
sual heroine - who every now and then needs to extricate herself from 
some “spicy” situation or other. 

Almost magically, the heroine always manages to “preserve a sense of vir¬ 
ginal honor” and find romance, too. By using a little of everything but 
nothing much in particular, the “punch-ups won’t get dull and there won’t 
be too much weeping going on.” 4 Specificity did not seem profitable; the 
plot outline used for domestic sales similarly condenses both generic sam¬ 
pling and vague social groups to the point of childishness or, to be honest, 
illogicality and incomprehensibility. The confusion leads to stories of 
movement and social passage, underscored by placing them within the 
world of transportation. The resulting narratives reexamine - yet again - 
some cherished Soviet motifs of interaction. 
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The Station ( Vokzal, 2003), A Passenger without Baggage (Passazhir 
hez bagazha, 2003), and Heaven and Earth {Neho i zentlia, 2003-4) 

[In the future] it will be hot, noisy and happy. Just like Baku on a 
holiday ... Trains will travel from Kazan’ station, painted with the 
words Moscow-Kara-Bugaz, via Tashkent-Krasnovodsk. A health resort 
will be opened in the gulf, where there’s the best air in the USSR. How 
about that, eh? 

(K. Paustovskii, Kara Bugaz, 1932) 

This quote is extremely optimistic; of course, no such singular network was 
ever completed to match Paustovskii’s daydreaming. Even nowadays Putin 
says in his televised town-hall meetings that Russia lacks any “universal 
resource” or one means for economic progress and must thus work in 
“various directions.” 5 Multiplicity is lauded, here as fiscal deterritorializa- 
tion, yet its closely supervised “variety” is invoked with such insistence, 
especially against the background of increasing social cynicism, that it 
simply becomes a lament for singularity. This repetitious lament has, as noted, 
been deemed “the Kremlin’s own TV series.” 

Hopes for nationwide machinic (i.e. quixotically kind and aimless) 
interaction, actually made possible by machines, have therefore remained 
disappointing, unfinished biographies, shifting back and forth without 
discernible progress. People, places, and genders never slipped their shackles 
and so we arrive at the simple, building-block plots of today, pushing 
passive lovers from unit to unit. This is regularly expressed in a directly 
physical manner - on trains, for example. Precisely this type of interaction is 
multiplied many times over in the railway series The Station (dir. Andrei 
Kavun), full of helpless lovers, jobless adults, and reasonless terrorists. 

Filmed primarily in a Minsk terminal, the show was - despite the strength 
of these passions - criticized by the actual employees of the station for being 
emotionally engaging yet “virtually criminal” in its ignorance of actuality, 
such as the screenplay’s incorrect use of shunting-yard regulations, which 
dictate the movement of rolling stock on screen. A local newspaper pub¬ 
lished a very long article to show that small, specific actuality (ignored by 
the series but everywhere in the actual station) was no less interesting, all 
the way from trouble with the homeless to helping an abandoned baby - or 
a recent adventure with $8,500 left anonymously in a luggage locker: 

Here the paths of regular local people and successful businessmen all 
crisscross; nimble thieves and wayward girls, the lives of tramps and 
eternally nomadic gypsies, thrown in the gutter. Any station is made of 
endless meetings and departures; constant expectations and endless 
highways. A station isn't made of buildings and trains, but of passengers 
and employees. A station is everyday life, flowing before our eyes yet 
simultaneously hidden from us all. 6 
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The central romance here involves the station manager (Valentin Smirnits- 
kii) and our heroine, a young, emotionally troubled junior employee (Sve¬ 
tlana Antonova). Both have been through tough times (divorce and poverty). 
This leads to a most unconventional romance - Smirnitskii is no matinee 
idol. The stakes are raised considerably as rumors of a terrorist attack on 
the station grow from episode to episode, and in the end Oksana (Antono¬ 
va’s character) saves the manager when an attack does indeed take place 
and a bomb is detonated on board one of the station's trains. These lovers 
are dragged great distances through diverse biographies, only to be torn 
from one another permanently by the dangerous political principles of others. 

In A Passenger without Baggage (REN-TV), a young woman is horrified 
to discover than her husband has hanged himself on the night train between 
St. Petersburg and Moscow. Here we make the uncomplicated step from the 
end of a romance into the detective story. Love - barely hinted at in early 
references - drives the subsequent criminal investigation. The heroine cares 
because she once cared : 

It all begins with the suicide of a completely level-headed man. Why did 
a photographer from a modest studio decide to end his life on the St. 
Petersburg to Moscow train? He was found in the carriage toilet, 
hanging from a camera strap. Right away his wife Iana must explain the 
conditions surrounding this bizarre fatality. In the course of her sub¬ 
sequent amateur investigation, some secret negatives pop up - of 
course - together with an equally secret woman and a large amount of 
money. It turns out that the husband had amassed terrible debts and 
was even forced to sell his parents’ dacha. Then death starts claiming 
the innocent employees of the husband’s studio - with both precision 
and brutality. Iana’s investigation reveals that some unknown criminals 
want to frame her. Evidence left at crime scenes points to her indubi¬ 
table guilt. Now she absolutely has to figure out the circumstances sur¬ 
rounding her husband’s death, to remove all suspicion from herself, if 
nothing else. 

This story (the first of three based on an Anna Malysheva novel) consists of 
four episodes. Each series was shot by a different director, leaving Maly¬ 
sheva’s brokenhearted heroines floating between varied executive desires and 
genres: psychological drama, detective tales, and a thriller. 7 

Among these tales of “transported” individuals, the sixteen-series Heaven 
and Earth is especially impressive, employing two stars from The Brigade - 
Ekaterina Guseva and Vladimir Vdovichenkov. It was again directed in 
Minsk, this time by Viktor Sergeev, who has a reputation for making “women’s 
dramas” even though he oversaw the third series of Gangland Petersburg 
(Banditskii Peterburg, 2001): “I like films centered around a female char¬ 
acter and in this series the women are undoubtedly stronger than the men.” 
Ekaterina Guseva agreed, saying that her childhood impressions of a stewardess’ 
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life proved to be wrong, since it soon became clear that airline careers are 
“hellishly difficult.” 8 The fact that she was performing simultaneously in 
the Moscow musical Nord-Ost did little to lessen the difficult workload; she 
would travel back and forth between the two cities on night trains: 9 

The action takes place in the imaginary town of Surdiansk. Relations 
are strained between our heroine (a stewardess called Marina) and her 
husband, airline captain Viktor Shvedov. Viktor, despite problems both 
at home and with his health, refuses to grant Marina a divorce. [On a 
routine flight,] the airline Aviakom receives a threatening note: “The 
steel bird will also fall.” Several passengers receive the same note. Panic 
sets in on board and the air stewards try to calm the passengers. After 
the incident Marina promises her husband that from now on they will 
always fly together. 

The show was deliberately shot in winter, so the major actors would (hope¬ 
fully) be free for a lengthy commitment. Nonetheless, either budgets or 
timetables proved to be problematic, as Guseva’s experience already shows: 
the biggest male star - Aleksandr Baluev - was sidelined early in the plot by 
a heart attack, throwing her into the limelight very quickly. Baluev assessed 
the romantic problems caused by his absence as follows: 

Pilots are special people. Without love, so to speak, they just can’t fly. 
Without love a pilot is not a pilot... It’s not clear what’s most important 
for my character. His sweetheart or the skies. That was probably the 
most important moment in the role that I tried to make use of. 10 

The male aspect of the romance is again presented as an existential issue, 
one that can proffer a superior alternative to other, more grossly social choices. 

The emotional conundrums surrounding Guseva’s character were occa¬ 
sionally overshadowed by petulant nitpickers from the aviation profession, 
as was the case with The Station. Their criticism ranged from uniforms that 
were the wrong color to airplanes that do not crash “properly.” 11 Separating 
the emotional choices from the material ones (in terms of career, cash, and 
production values) was not going to be easy. Perhaps in deliberate and 
admirable avoidance of material(istic) fussiness, Guseva tried hard later in 
the series to vivify some dreadful problems of paralysis with no more than 
her eyes. She remained in that immobile state for several episodes. 12 This 
degree of affective intensity led ultimately to parallels with Arthur Haley’s 
Airport (dir. George Seaton, 1970). The series was thus colored “through 
and through with both love and respect for stewardesses, those ‘swallows of 
the sky.’” It was, with this powerful romantic undercurrent, also the first 
series starring Vdovichenkov devoid of shooting and fighting (as, for example, 
in The Brigade, Bimmer [Burner, dir. Petr Buslov, 2003] or its sequel two 
years later). 
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The connections of Vdovichenkov and Guseva to The Brigade and Nord- 
Ost are very important, since both productions were lauded and lambasted 
as deeply Russian tales of the here and now. Both juxtapose love with other 
forms of desire, be they political or purely avaricious. Based on a Soviet 
adventure story of Arctic aviation, Nord-Ost is: 

an explanation of the Soviet past in personal, not political, terms. 
Moreover, it projects the past onto the present, seeking continuity. [It is] 
a symbol of Russia - not of the new Russia, but of a country with tra¬ 
dition, rather than one where traditions were severed. 13 

Mark Lipovetsky, in a related observation, extends that same historical 
project to various stable characteristics in the reworking of a private Soviet 
past. In other words, private experience might be used to bridge the gap 
caused by politics in 1991. The lyrical experiences in post-Soviet dramas, says 
Lipovetsky, often constitute a simple opposition of good and bad char¬ 
acters; a frequent reliance upon military conflict to drive the plot; an already 
“psychologically shaped” protagonist drawn from heroic archetypes; the 
insignificance of romance, plus recognizable references to Soviet works and 
to well-known Western genres. 14 I would certainly not go this far, and take 
big issue with the removal of romance, but the idea of calm, private con¬ 
tinuation is very much at work. 

The ability of anybody actually to get anything done is moot, though, as 
we see. I would be inclined at this stage to side instead with arguments 
made in Anthony Olcott's study of popular fiction in Russia and the mor¬ 
ality therein. The principles that underlie romance on Russian TV are often 
the same ethically underwritten and wisely chosen options that structure 
detective shows. They are not overtly political and are made within a 
restricted, romantically social space: 

The code of morality lies not in individual acts, but rather in the pur¬ 
pose for which an act was undertaken, or the intent that lies behind it. 
If the purpose of an act is to serve private ends or advance individual 
interests, then the detektiv [detective series or story] will view it with 
suspicion and probably condemn it outright, no matter how apparently 
benign the act may be. Conversely, as long as the purpose of an act is to 
serve “the people” or the disembodied State, the genre accepts it as 
good - even if property is stolen or people killed. 15 

Private actions, therefore, echo and effect public states. Such ideas, as Olcott 
notes, go back further than post-Soviet concerns. They predate Marx, 
bearing instead the mark of a religious orthodoxy that maintains the 
inherent sinfulness of humans (especially in any division of selfhood from the 
community); and yet, according to the same outlook, all people bear the 
potential likeness of God. These pious views of behavior in detective stories 
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can move further still from policy, in fact from history altogether, when they 
touch upon the nature of power in all social structures (and, therefore, in 
both law and order): 

Paradoxical as the argument may seem, the genre of the detektiv could 
be said to be elaborating a view of good and evil that in fact makes 
crime fiction impossible, or at least unnecessary. If there is no sub¬ 
stantial barrier between good and bad, [that is,] if [human] law by defi¬ 
nition contravenes [truly universal, socially unprejudiced] justice, and if 
crime and law enforcement are going to battle one another to a draw 
for all eternity, then the conventions of crime fiction - at least as defined 
by the Western countries that gave birth to them - have no place in Russia. 
The genre refuses to show that crime may be stopped, that good may 
triumph, or that humans may grow less evil. 16 

If the room for altering the legal status quo is so small, then, not surpris¬ 
ingly, a somewhat fatalistic Manicheanism can result for the heart, too. Love 
becomes a harbor from the eternal vacillation between happiness and harm, 
yet - in theory - it makes happiness also. Heroines move back and forth 
across a philosophical playing field that never alters and still, for all that, 
remains a mystery worthy of Sherlock Holmes. 


Dasha VasiVeva, liubiteVnitsa chastnogo syska (Dasha VasiVeva, 
Amateur Private Detective , from 2003), Samara-Gorodok (The 
Sweet Town of Samara , 2004), Vsegda govori vsegda (Always Say 
Always , 2003), and Bliznetsy (The Twins, 2005) 

The world opens up like a rebus. I see a host of figures: people, horses, carts, 
cables, machines, steam, letters, clouds, mountains, cars, water ... I don’t 
understand how they relate to one another. But I know that they do. 
There’s some kind of mighty interaction. I know it for sure ... and believe 
it. But I just don’t see it. It’s so infuriating - to believe and yet not see! 

(V. Kataev, Time, Forward!, 1932) 

The Dasha Vasil’eva series, based upon a very successful run of detective 
novels by Dar’ia Dontsova, begins with a rather silly premise. Giving voice 
to Russia’s eternal Francophilia, our eponymous heroine is placed in the 
elegant suburbs of Paris through the unconvincing workings of fate; we also 
see her working actively, though modestly, as a private detective. The ability of 
a female lead to adopt the role of, say, Helen Mirren’s high-ranking detec¬ 
tive Jane Tennyson in Prime Suspect (1991-2006) is so unexpected and unfoun¬ 
ded in the Russian TV tradition that it is handed over to irony or jocularity: 

This is an unusual Cinderella story ... Dasha Vasil’eva, the modest 
teacher of a Moscow institute, receives an enormous inheritance. She 
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moves with her children and cats to a luxurious mansion in the suburbs 
of Paris. Peace and quiet, however, don’t suit a Russian woman who has 
been burned in her struggles with destiny. This new lady-millionaire 
finds new meaning in her life working as a private detective. Having 
solved one case, she does not then rest on her laurels; she gets enor¬ 
mous pleasure from her hobby, whereas the Russian and French police 
get nothing more than a big headache. 

This Cinderella reference is important in that is both employed on a regular 
basis for promotional materials and applied to heroines who struggle 
against circumstance only to be saved not by effort or intellect, but by other, 
better circumstances. Take, for example, the 2003 series Always Say Always, 
which bears a strong resemblance to the plot of Nina. The heroines are even 
physically similar, but what is interesting in this case is that Mariia Por- 
oshina’s character is accompanied most of the time by a clowning sidekick, 
the bubbly redhead Tat’iana Abramova. Whatever drama or destiny is faced 
by Poroshina brings her slowly to a philosophy of resignation. Any feisty 
assertions to the contrary, that success is possible with effort, are handed 
over to Abramova and thus to humor. Willful self-definition is most often 
possible thanks only to other people and good fortune, neither of which is 
expected or predictable: 

Always Say Always is a story of transformation, but it’s more compli¬ 
cated than a banal Cinderella story. It tells of a woman in the grip of 
circumstances that she must learn to handle. Nonetheless, the heroine’s 
success is balanced by all the experiences she’ll have to endure. Without 
these misfortunes the heroine wouldn’t have the energy, ideas, or people 
to help her build a new, interesting, bright and different destiny. Life is 
not as it seems - and sadness, no matter how terrible, can perhaps be 
the only way to summon the strength for change. 

A 2004 provincial drama. The Sweet Town of Samara, works along similar lines; 
it helps to dovetail this and the previous chapters by showing how Moscow 
can be “escaped” with metaphors of transience or travel - away from Moscow. 
The activity of its heroine is increasingly dispersed through (or made man¬ 
ifest by) a wandering social network, through the kind of caring ties that are 
found in rural societies, not big cities. Dmitrii Diuzhev again undermines his 
gangster-like persona by playing a Moscow hockey star tongue in cheek; 
eternal heartthrob Dmitrii Kharat’ian also makes admirable fun of his cul¬ 
tural status. Nonetheless, the latter character, affiliated with a small mental 
hospital in the very rural-sounding backwater of Zaprud’e (“Beyond the 
Pond”), gives voice to increasingly serious observations as time goes on. 

The heroine of the drama, Varvara, is a well-known and successful figure 
in the Moscow fashion scene; she is engaged to marry Diuzhev’s character, 
Nikita. Unbeknown to all, Varvara is still legally married, however, and 
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needs to return to Zaprud’e for an official divorce from husband Lenia 
(Kharat’ian). Initially she gets little sympathy from Lenia and, to make mat¬ 
ters worse, Varvara was a most unpleasant and manipulative local beauty in 
her youth. People in the village are not happy to see her again and nobody 
is terribly keen on bending the rules to get her divorce filed quickly. The 
judge will not take a bribe and her old teacher will not forge a graduation 
certificate. 

Meanwhile the Moscow subplot involves a Latin pop diva, Natalie 
Ortega, who inspires a young rural girl to enter a competition that will win 
her a dinner with the singer. Much is said about the prearranged and unfair 
nature of such “contests” and, in addition, the rural youngster is duped by 
a Russian woman pretending to be the singing star. She is robbed of all her 
money, a denouement that sets the tone for another plot twist. Nikita falls 
in love with the spoiled Ortega; the screenplay makes it clear that they 
deserve each other. 

In distant Zaprud'e, however, Varvara admits her partial guilt in this 
situation; once upon a time she had dumped Lenia at their wedding recep¬ 
tion. It soon becomes clear that she had done so only because a malicious 
admirer of Lenia had spread false rumors of his infidelity, hoping to ruin 
their happiness. When this is understood, the marriage of Lenia and Var¬ 
vara can be reestablished and their life made anew among many friends in 
the sunny countryside. 

If The Sweet Town of Samara posits the improving fate of a heroine among 
an increasingly open landscape, The Twins ( Bliznetsy ) pushes that spatial 
logic even further. This 2005 series, starring El’vira Bolgova and Andrei 
Sokolov, spent approximately $3 million in order to record “love and genuine 
human emotions” amid criminal intrigue spread over two decades in Moscow, 
Tashkent, Samarkand, Samara, Novgorod, St. Petersburg, and London. 

After an ill-advised love affair with the daughter of a Soviet official in 
1986, Detective Erozhin (Sokolov) accepts a transfer to Uzbekistan in order 
to avoid any professional fallout. There he makes contact with a fellow 
police officer, a friend from his student years, Vakhid. Erozhin learns that 
Vakhid’s daughter Fatima had always been a major headache for the family 
and has now left home, committing a series of crimes across several Asian 
republics. Bolgova, playing the role of Fatima, in fact had to play three 
different sisters, and so our theme of self-realization is physically dispersed, 
too, not just across space, but across the forms of different (and yet closely 
related) people. The film crew handled flashback scenes of the threesome by 
swapping a couple of newborn babies every so often and, subsequently, in 
teenage scenes, a couple of 14-year-old twins. In adult episodes, it falls to 
Bolgova to show a more complex experience through more roles, whilst 
simultaneously adopting the “unifying” gait and speech patterns of Rus¬ 
sian-speaking Uzbek women. 17 

Using doubles or split-screen techniques, Bolgova’s movement across the 
TV screen was often quite literally drawn on the floor, so that any subsequent 
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movements of another sister could be pasted into scenes without the tech¬ 
nical problems caused by overlapping bodies. Stuntwomen and naked screen 
doubles (shot from behind) were likewise employed, multiplying Bolgova’s 
presence on screen further still. 18 And yet, for all its complexity, the plot of 
The Twins seemed so familiar and natural to Russian viewers that one jour¬ 
nalist even suggested that it had been taken from several Bollywood movies 
and their folkloric origins, loved for decades by Slavs. 19 

Bliznetsy was actually taken in part from the real world, since Erozhin 
and Vakhid are both based upon actual policemen from Moscow and 
Samarkand. The relationship between them, among subplots of bribery or 
infidelity in the Uzbek police force, was therefore too real for the Uzbek 
government; although much of the series was filmed in Samarkand and 
flatteringly showcases a great deal of local architecture, Uzbek state televi¬ 
sion banned Bliznetsy from the airwaves, declaring its subject matter con¬ 
trary to the “national spirit.” 20 It had dragged its heroine too far from 
home, making her subject to the shuttling patterns of the international drug 
trade. If a storyline becomes too long, the same problem can emerge; a hero 
or heroine will be pushed and pulled in so many directions that the unity of 
a “story” vanishes altogether. Perhaps by simply lengthening a narrative, 
TV shows could approximate a post-Soviet realism more successfully than 
reality TV - one that would speak both to an enduring “unity” and to its 
troubling dissipation in “life as it is.” 

Drugs, bombs, and endlessly mobile heroines: The Airport 
(Aeroport, 2005-6) 

The most important change in TV series since 2005 has indeed been that of 
length. The dimensions once possible with foreign funding (in Poor Nastia, 
for example) are now being investigated by domestic sponsors. Needless 
to say, this grand gesture is made easier by cutting back on expenses. 
Long stories today are, therefore, frequently filmed in enclosed, con¬ 
temporary spaces, producing an aesthetic akin to sitcoms or American 
daytime drama. One of the most indicative and lengthiest examples of late 
has been the NTV series Airport, directed by Egor Grammatikov and Alek¬ 
sandr Gur’ianov: 

An airport is a tiny country with its management, workers and servants, 
its police and medical center; the difference is that there are many more 
newcomers than natives. Dozens of airplanes fly in and out every day, 
while thousands of passengers pass through the buildings. Sometimes 
one or two of them will stay, falling in love with this strange life between 
Heaven and Earth. Airport is a television series with elements of comedy, 
melodrama and detective fiction. The main thing, however, is the people: 
the employees of various airport services and the passengers of all ages, 
creeds and colors. They all have their problems, their joys and sorrows. 
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Figure 6.2 The Airport. 


Each and every one of them has a unique destiny; sometimes it’s 
comic, sometimes dramatic, but it’s always interesting. After all, the 
workers of any airport are one big, rock-solid family. And as in any 
family, passions can boil over, too: conflicts, drama, jealousy, plus - of 
course - heavenly love, because airports are the “Gateway to the 
Skies”! 21 
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The series deliberately chose a large group of unknown actors, allegedly 
not from financial considerations, but from the desire for increased rea¬ 
lism; approximately 250 actors were squeezed into a terminal at Moscow’s 
Vnukovo airport. By removing any “stars,” by removing the sine qua non of 
a classic or literary adaptation, Airport could thus move closer to an 
actual, “living organism.” 22 Due to the problems of piracy experienced by Doctor 
Zhivago, by way of illustration, this cheaper and organic serial (which had 
no pretensions to “the level of Spielberg”) would in fact go head to head 
with Pasternak’s classic on Belarusian TV - and do very well indeed. 23 

The series begins with some students on a guided tour of an already busy 
and brand-new airport; added to this social multitude are the cleaning staff, 
air crews, shop assistants, security guards, and many other characters bound 
by their workplace - though separated by promotion, professional status, 
prejudice, and secret yearnings. Early on we are shown a young female 
journalist posing as a cleaner in order to unveil what she believes is a major 
scandal, but she is quickly upstaged by the first real drama of the series. A 
Russian man arrives with his girlfriend from Dushanbe; he is using her as 
an innocent courier for a shoulder bag of drugs. When they are stalled in 
customs, he panics and flees, leaving her with the bag. She cannot believe 
her future fiance has vanished, especially since he has all the money from 
the recent sale of her apartment in Tajikistan. 

Meanwhile, a senior pilot has suddenly to “placate” a drunken passenger. 
He does so with a well-placed fist, only to learn that the passenger is a local 
bigwig - and the pilot is soon out of work. Cash, provincial origins, and status 
in the Big City are, once again, swiftly outlined as major reasons for con¬ 
flict. Any possibility for harmony is embodied by one of the upper-level 
officials and his wife (a stewardess); unable to have children of their own, they 
ponder adoption, a choice that is seriously, slowly considered over many 
episodes before it is undertaken. 

In a similar spirit, as the lure of abandoned drugs leads to the arrest of a few 
social undesirables, the girl used as a courier is saved from both homelessness 
and poverty by employment in the airport bar. In this manner she, too, slowly 
socializes herself as an orphan into a busier, public world. As the undercover 
journalist says of this increasingly hectic space: “D’you know what passions 
there are in this place?! Real comedies and melodramas.” The distance between 
them, between laughter and heartbreak, is sometimes very small indeed. 

Happiness and sadness are often kept uncomfortably close, as when the 
banned pilot celebrates a small success over the arrogant man he punched; 
he is offered work by a new airline, only to suffer a heart attack immediately 
afterwards. Self-determination is often difficult in this environment, where - 
in the words of a property developer who plans to extend the construction 
of future terminals over local dachas - “There’s no time for compassion 
here.” The need for compassion, however, is always nearby. 

One example: pitied by an airport policeman, the girl from Dushanbe is 
given a dress to wear for a business function, and turns into an absolute 
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princess. The policeman thus falls in love with the same woman he recently 
arrested and imprisoned. This kind of small, unexpectedly granted haven is 
vital when one is surrounded by temptation (a boy tries marijuana), avarice 
(scam artists rob the jewelry store), and the pressures of big-city business (a 
bureaucrat’s young wife mistakenly poses for a Moscow “men's magazine”). 
The major characters try very hard to realize their modest futures and not to 
be bitter, because “cynics are nothing more than disillusioned romantics.” 

The forces that control these little transitory lives within the airport are 
recurrently anonymous. By way of illustration, the businesswoman who 
hired the banned pilot then inexplicably fires him because she was told to 
do so “from above.” Meanwhile the mysterious operations of Russia’s Tax 
Inspectorate, used so violently in real life, are blamed for ruining the finan¬ 
ces of the barmaid’s husband. (During Episode Twenty-Two, in fact, their 
malicious workings are referred to over and over.) The same barmaid is 
then approached by an old friend, now an army officer; he declares his 
undying love for her, but he has soon absconded to Rostov with a bag of 
cash; we never know quite why. Many references are made in the series to 
the “heavenly” nature of flying as an escape from these strange, spiteful 
systems of the world below: “What’s that beneath us?” “Clouds.” “So we’re 
already in heaven!” Faith alone does not help; by the middle of the series we 
have been exposed to faux nuns (who solicit cash for non-existent convents) 
and icon thieves, preying on the personal debts of baggage handlers in order 
to get some export “assistance.” 

Love and marriage are the only serious alternatives to volatility. The 
manager whose (uncomfortably youthful) wife poses for a magazine yearns 
increasingly for the stability of his first marriage, especially because the 
latter woman is always close by, herself a senior stewardess. The show’s 
most eligible bachelor (the in-house doctor) and most attractive single 
woman (another stewardess) are involved in a large number of amorous 
adventures with various people, but older and wiser figures, including a 
card-playing conman, tell them both individually and regularly that mar¬ 
riage alone will bring them tranquility in a fickle world. 

Love, however, is not risk-free; it can bring considerable damage in its 
wake whenever it goes wrong. During an episode that involves a bomb 
threat, the “terrorist” who compiles an explosive device in the Vnukovo 
toilet is shown merely to have been unlucky in love. It transpires that he was 
only trying to protect his father from prosecution, a criminal being trans¬ 
ported through Vnukovo under police supervision. That risk, despite its public 
failure, brings father and son closer. Their love runs to illegal extremes, both 
binding and tearing them apart. 

Later, in a related episode, two wheelchair-bound couples are offered the 
chance to enter a dance competition in Paris, thanks to the “charity” of a 
local politician. His fake friendship and paternal affection are outdone by 
the invalids; miraculously, one of the handicapped men stands up briefly in 
order to save a girl from falling down an escalator. He then places the new 
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joy or faith in his family over and above the competition, its once-in-a-life- 
time trip, and any political benefit. He stays home and does not travel. 

In a very similar fashion, another family later on weighs the benefits of 
emigrating to Canada versus love and responsibility for their father, even if 
he is an alcoholic. The family wins. This ethic is extended to foreigners, too; 
an American businessman abandons his high-flying career for a penniless 
female artist in Russia. Love is bigger than (and prior to) politics: “If you 
don’t fight for your girl, you won’t fight for your country.” There has to be a 
private, excessive source of signification for public systems to draw upon. 
Heroines embody that source in a time-honored fashion. 

This fight for “what’s yours” often involves a grim insistence upon com¬ 
passion when logic suggests otherwise. In one late episode we see a young 
writer who is asked to fly to India; he is asked to pen an article and thus impress a 
travel agent sufficiently that the agent wifi then bless the writer’s marriage to 
his daughter. This young man, however, suffers from a terrible fear of flying, 
so he does his “research” on India in the airport bookshop. His fiancee discovers 
this long series of deceitful charades, trip after trip, but she plays along with 
an additional “flight” to Israel (thanks to some appropriate, foreign-looking 
souvenirs purchased in Vnukovo), so that the marriage can go ahead. 

She pities his weakness, worries, and social failings; together the two of 
them will build something better, a stronger, shared unit. It is the risk of 
doing so, however, that takes our unmarried doctor and stewardess almost 
thirty episodes to even begin “opening up their true feelings.” Similarly (and 
equally late!), when the girl from Dushanbe finally feels at home in her new 
world, her boyfriend suddenly reappears. He is virtually insane after various 
financial failures. He kidnaps his old girlfriend ... but is shot dead by the 
girl’s suitor from the police station as the boyfriend readies his pistol. This 
extremely precarious drama comes not long before the closing scenes, 
when - just as in the beginning - another group of students is taken on 
another tour of the airport. Thus end the first thirty episodes and another 
ninety begin as multiple female protagonists are moved around, forwards 
and backwards in search of Heaven. 

An old-world bravado to inspire today’s heroines, stuck in the Big City 

Man trembles; he is a leaf on a huge and beautiful tree. His is the sky 
and his is the earth, and he is the sky and the earth. It’s so good to 
believe everything, to know and to love everything. 

(V. Ivanov, Armored Train 14:69, 1922) 

In clarifying the dispersive, endlessly displaced and yet national spirit of our 
modern Russian stories, we find there is, as suggested, much in common 
between their desired (i.e. never attained) typicality and the “oceanic desire” 
of romanticism. The insistence of socialist theory that realism capture a 
given epoch in all its dialectical significance can, likewise, be reinterpreted 
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as the insistent shuttling of a romantic back and forth between people and 
places, moving slowly toward (i.e. desperately hoping for) an affecting/ 
affected union with oceanic “life as it is.” Our homeless heroines occupy a 
similarly quivering state on the edge of actuality, on the edge of a vacant 
wilderness. 

This tentative, drifting form of selfhood, divorced from urban and doc¬ 
trinal singularity, is not new. It is a product of socialist storytelling. Kon¬ 
stantin Fedin used his memories of Vsevolod Ivanov to highlight it - the 
desire to affect an interpenetration of nature, man, and a variegated, itiner¬ 
ant concord beyond language. “Vsevolod's favorite words are joy, eternity 
and wind.” 24 These three nouns alone have been line antidotes to the sta¬ 
bilizing, stagnating tendency of Soviet habitus both when Ivanov wrote his 
stories and (even more so) when they were republished during the Stalinist 
purges. They show the kind of supra-national expansionism that, for instance, 
troubles today’s neo-Stalinist autocracy in Uzbekistan, especially when its 
sense of safe containment is destabilized by desire(s), by TV tales of end¬ 
lessly mobile women as in The Twins. 

Ivanov’s three nouns underscore cinema of the time as well and have 
given contemporary television some time-tested ways to do them justice 
(visually) and allow for an escape from dogma (emotionally, as in Deti 
Arbata or Moskovskaia saga). Visual tales from the time of Paustovskii’s 
and Kataev’s achievements help us to understand even better why Stalinist 
and Brezhnevian cultures invoke the greatest nostalgia. Today’s school- 
children, as shown in Chapter 7, are told to watch precisely these hit films 
of the 1930s to put the true emphases of modern storytelling back in a 
better ; wider context. Here we sense echoes again of Putin’s famous opinion 
that only the heartless do not regret the collapse of the USSR, but only the 
brainless would try to reinstate it. It remains a never-achieved and tragically 
mismanaged project, ushering in metaphors of destiny that leave heroines 
high and dry. 

Iskateli schast’ia (The Seekers of Happiness, 1936), directed by V. Korsh- 
Sablin, sketches the early outlines of this heartless tragedy and does so in 
empty, address-less nature - in the overpoweringly social, yet unpeopled 
realm almost promised by our shuttling, homeless actresses. This him spoke 
of Jews dispatched on trains to inaccessible Birobidzhan, the newly founded 
“autonomous republic.” These displaced people all make their ramshackle 
home within new and common farm labor, within an empty, endless waste¬ 
land; all except one man (Pini), who is obsessed with discovering gold. As 
he pans, his avaricious glee comes in stealing from the landscape, not from 
working within it. Against a backdrop of never-ending, misty lakes, Pini 
almost kills a fellow farmer in the battle for some gold dust. He tries to flee 
across a river to China, but is caught and shown that his “gold” is in fact 
worthless iron pyrite. Amid this drama’s closing speeches it requires a 
grandmother to celebrate the return of family, the land, and the state’s 
“generosity.” Dogma quickly pretends to be domestic and matriarchal. 



142 Russian television today 

Heroines, however, do indeed inspire better bonds. The same year consigned 
some Komsomol members, both male and female, to a desolate northern 
shore in the adventure Semero smelykh (The Valiant Seven, dir. S. Gerasimov). 
Just as Iskateli schast’ia is awash with Jewish folksongs, so this second 
movie of friendship is often punctuated by the Soviet classic number Leisia, 
pesnia (“Roll Onward, Song ...”). In “good” Arctic weather of sunshine and 
minus 15° Celsius, these brave, crooning pioneers head out to help a sickly 
Inuit; charity is mapped out in the middle of nowhere. Again, as in The 
Seekers of Happiness, a similarly shared enjoyment of meager provisions is 
offered as cause for (modest) solace during tough Arctic effort; private acts 
crown the public project. This theme of diffident, yet stubborn social units 
is highlighted elsewhere when characters sense great pain on seeing their 
absent colleagues’ empty bunks - or framed pictures of cherished, absent parents. 

Their diffidence amid Arctic blankness is established by numerous shots 
of tiny, dark, fur-clad figures against an overbearing, white nothingness. Occa¬ 
sionally these dots seek or hug one another. They dream of a more wel¬ 
coming environment, of sun-drenched Poltava, “where the apples and cherries 
are blossoming.” Similarly, although Leisia, pesnia is a swaggering shanty 
about “storming the seas” by decree, Semero smelykh ends with a handful of 
lovers deciding to stay on at the freezing outpost, an earnest decision made to 
the strains of the same melody. Even the team's young cook is inspired to 
stay longer by the love of a woman for one of his friends (without which the 
project would have fallen apart - and everybody would have gone home). 

Music often helps a heroine to inspire and then manage these projects, as 
in the 1936 score by Dunaevskii and Lebedev-Kumach for the comedy 
Devushka speshit na svidanie (She’s Off on a Date, dir. M. Verner); two 
Muscovites travel southwards, far away from the big city, in order to enjoy a 
holiday amid apples, cherries, and palms. The comedy comes from ways in 
which urban bureaucratic meddling continues to haunt them, as in 
Dunaevskii’s and Lebedev-Kumach’s project for the following year, too: The 
Well-To-Do Fiancee (Bogataia nevesta, dir. I. Pyr’ev). Here a Ukrainian 
kolkhoz is introduced to viewers through the charm of farm workers singing 
as they traverse golden harvest fields. Government administration in the 
form of an unattractive state accountant spoils the possible romance of two 
workers, Pavlo and Marinka, purely out of jealousy and spite. In a village 
where courting couples are literally flushed from the bushes at bedtime, the 
state tries to upset the type of harmony between Marinka’s love and nature 
that is musically cultivated in dolly shots moving with (not ahead of) the 
farmers and their threshing machines. 

Against undulating, continuous crops, the accountant sings satirical songs 
and lewd gypsy romances to discredit Pavlo, but eventually is urged by love 
to admit his awful behavior, making a confession which the festive farm¬ 
hands immediately accept, giving him a bicycle as a present! Cinema of this 
most awful - and yet fondly remembered - period both visually and melo- 
dically stresses organic nature (sunshine, wheat fields, holiday resorts, and/ 
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or whirlwinds) over politics as a desired form or locus of social cohesion. 
Can a similar Philadelphia or poetic montage survive today, especially in a 
world that judges detective or mafia tales to be the best, most representa¬ 
tive, and most profitable? The Dasha Vasil'eva series and Always Say 
Always handed over women’s self-determination to humor and, in doing so, 
left little room for seriousness amid the criminal social forces that both 
shape modern Russia and negate any ecological or organic potential. Before 
examining the criminal or detective series per se, therefore, the squeamish 
workings of heroines amid wholehearted, unadulterated humor deserve a 
closer look. Humor incorporates objects of desire yet tries to laugh off their 
absence; it tries, ironically, to make nothing out of something (i.e. out of 
nothing’s very promise). 

Sitcoms: someone else’s happy story versus homespun blogs 

Absolutely vital in the development of comic heroines has been the Moscow 
production company A-Media noted earlier and formed in 2002, which 
today creates a line-up of funny shows that fill the primetime schedule of 
STS to great effect. Its combined output of soaps and TV series in 2005 was 
800 hours. 25 One of the most commercially successful has been Ne rodis’ 
krasivoi (If You Weren’t Born Pretty ... ), an ugly-duckling tale than began 
on Colombian television. It enjoyed success in Germany, Israel, and India 
before being bought by A-Media from Sony International. 26 The German 
version, interestingly, had made its main female actress especially unap¬ 
pealing by placing her childhood in unfashionable East Germany. Socialism, 
it would seem, can nowadays kill your chances of getting a date. 

During the peak seasons of Ne rodis’ krasivoi, five episodes a week were 
shot at the Moscow studios. The leading actress, Nelli Uvarova, was not 
allowed to be seen looking attractive in public until the final show aired - 
and her heroine’s dreams realized. The promotional materials explained this 
growing tension and audience expectation: 

This is the story of Katia. She works as a secretary in a company called 
Zimaletto. Although nature has blessed her with great intellect, a won¬ 
derful character and a pure spirit, no man - alas - has ever cast an 
interested glance in her direction. But ... despite her unremarkable 
appearance, Katia still dreams about love and happiness. 

We must wait with her. The sometimes music-hall humor of this series is 
emphasized by the endless, unnatural arrangements of small, wisecracking 
groups at work. Two, three, or four people chip in with suggestions of how 
to help Katia ... but her problems endure. 

Another heroine in the same line-up has it no easier, specifically in A-Media’s 
version of the ABC serial Grace under Fire (1993-8). Brett Butler’s Russified 
heroine, once upon a time called Grace Kelly, is here played by the ever-excellent 
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Tat’iana Dogileva and now known as Liubov’ Orlova. She lives in a for¬ 
gettable, sleepy rural community within striking distance of Moscow called 
Babkinsk. Here Liubov’ (i.e. “Love”) suffers from the same problems docu¬ 
mented in the US version, such as a bad factory job and an even worse ex- 
husband. Much of the original’s prickly wittiness has survived in the Russian 
remake (thanks, once again, to Nonna Grishaeva) - and the show’s sets 
(Orlova’s living room and kitchen) have a marked similarity to the original 
ABC stage. Sony, after all, maintains the right to final edits of any scripts 
and related visual material. 

Maybe these copycat shows aren’t even “Russian” any more? In the 
summer of 2005, British research was published into the formula of a uni¬ 
versally “perfect” sitcom. This formula has been referenced by the Russian 
press in the light of STS and its comic line-up, together with a few worries 
about the impending arrival of even more remakes: 27 

The scientists found that the comedic value of a sitcom was determined 
by multiplying the recognizable qualities of the main character by their 
delusions of grandeur. This is added to the verbal wit of the script and 
the total is multiplied by the amount someone falls over. The total is 
divided by the success of any scheme during the show and the differ¬ 
ence in social status between the highest and lowest ranking characters 
is then added. 28 

These categories, strict as they are, may indeed prove a guide to future eve¬ 
ning schedules, especially where a heroine’s unsteady social status (or her 
husband’s posturing) is so often threatened by Moscow. 

Russia has struggled with the sitcom format for years, and these copycat 
shows mark the first real breakthrough since Strawberry Cafe (Kafe Klub- 
niclika) in the late 1990s - which nobody remembers. The interior and 
exterior of the cafe’s forecourt looked cheap to the point of cynicism and 
Channel One’s daytime broadcast schedule did little to help the show judge 
itself against serious competition. The most telling attempt thus far to stay 
domestic has been the TNT show Sasha Plus Masha that uses two- or three- 
minute, often unrelated (but genuinely droll) sketches about a typical young 
woman and her partner. Here is how the “non-Sony,” truly Russian couple is 
promoted: 

She’s no supermodel; he's no Di Caprio, either. They don’t live in Paris. 
They’re just the same as you and me. They love one another, but that 
doesn’t stop them arguing. They lead a typical life and they’ve got 
hundreds of stories about how to live together. Masha loves her mother, 
Sasha, sex and sad movies; she doesn’t like stupid jokes, horror films or 
football. There are two things she can make from nothing: a salad and a 
mountain out of a molehill. She’d love to give up smoking ... and get 
married. Sasha loves football, motorbikes and computers. He doesn’t like 
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taking ages to get dressed, his mother-in-law or conversations about babies. 
Life for him is a complete funfair - where Masha’s the main attraction! 

For all this admirable effort, the most popular bona fide sitcoms still come 
from once-foreign material. The best and funniest example of an STS, per¬ 
ipherally shunted heroine is another Sony collaboration entitled Moia pre- 
krasnaia niania {My Fair Nanny). The basic structure, as can be seen from 
the plot synopsis below, is taken directly from the CBS New York sitcom 
The Nanny (1993-9); here a Queens accent is swapped for a Ukrainian 
equivalent and Broadway becomes the theatrical world of Moscow: 

The show takes place in Moscow, where thirty-year-old Vika Prutkovs- 
kaia lives. Until she was fifteen, Vika lived in [laughably provincial] 
Mariupol’; now she’s on the outskirts of the capital, working in a small 
boutique that belongs to her fiance Anton. Vika wants to get married, but 
it turns out that Anton isn’t ready yet. Moreover, he has another 
woman in his life; he fires Vika so that his new fiancee can take her 
place. Vika starts selling cosmetics door-to-door. She’d have gone on 
living this simple life, the kind that millions of our viewers know so 
well ... if she hadn’t one day knocked on the door of the Shatalin 
family, who were looking for a nanny. This only happens in the movies, 
but suddenly Vika finds herself in the stylish apartment of theater pro¬ 
ducer Maksim Shatalin! That’s the kind of thing most of us can only 
dream about! 

This series exploded with such success over 2005 that box sets were on sale 
by New Year 2006, offering 104 episodes on ten DVDs, together with 
additional recordings of the show’s “200 best jokes.” By February of the 
same year the lead actress was already winning newspaper polls as the 
nation’s favorite heroine. 29 These accomplishments have taken the host 
channel by surprise, but STS has quickly learned to milk the situation. 
Episodes can now run up to three times a day (morning, primetime, and 
midnight), constantly pulling in a market share of up to 38 percent. 30 The 
work involved here is intense, all in the name of what general director 
Aleksandr Rodnianskii has often called the desire of STS to proffer a reality 
that doesn’t exist, but ought to. 31 Rodnianskii’s plans thus do not differ in 
any way from the identical phrasing used to promote Nikita Mikhalkov’s 
nostalgic and patriotic epic of 1999, The Barber of Siberia. 

Each episode in this popular version of what life ought to be costs about 
$50,000 to shoot - at the rate of one show per day until twenty-five story¬ 
lines have been committed to video. The American version of the show had 
130 episodes when it finally went to syndication; when STS was planning 
the Slavic equivalent, twenty of these were deemed unsuitable for Russification, 
since the humor was too culturally specific. 32 The six editions needed to 
make 110 from 104 were saved for festive timeslots in the 2005-6 New 
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Year’s line-up. STS had no qualms about running against major feature 
films on opposing networks. 

So what of our provincial heroine’s fairytale in the Big City? The likelihood 
of marriage between nanny and employer (Anastasiia Zavorotniuk and 
Sergei Zhigunov) always looks greater than it did between Fran Drescher 
and Charles Shaughnessy in the original version. The possibility of our 
heroine “coming home” and reaching her goal is almost offered, over and 
over, to the point where some viewers start to tire of the suspended tension: 
“Will Shatalin and Vika get married this season? Of course not.” 33 In order 
keep more patient and forgiving viewers interested, the series employs a large 
number of guest stars and singers, which does not stretch credulity, given 
Shatalin’s work as a theater producer. Fedor Bondarchuk even took time 
out from filming his Company Nine epic to play a small role. Bondarchuk’s 
post-Soviet patriotism fits neatly with the show’s intentions, despite any 
apparent discrepancy between frightening wars and funny marriages. In one 
interview, by way of illustration, the pivotal character of the butler (Boris 
Smolkin) was asked to play a game of word association. To the word “song” 
he answered “Dunaevskii"; to the word “victory” he replied, “Second World 
War.” Even the funniest shows are carrying some serious, socialist baggage 
from Stalinist cinema of the 1940s. They do so both happily and earnestly. 

Rumors are told of child-minding agencies around Russia that now get 
phone calls from people who insist on “a nanny just like that.” 34 Building a 
bridge between fantasy and reality is helped somewhat by the fact that 
Zavorotniuk’s own life shares some parallels with her well-traveled heroine. 
She struggled for a few years in Los Angeles as an actress, but returned to 
Russia in order to stay close to friends, family, and the language she realized 
would be inherent in any future, potential success. 35 She had to make way 
for destiny and/or chance. She had failed the casting call for Poor Nastia 
and was only invited to try for Moia prekrasnaia niania after 1,500 other 
actresses had been interviewed. The invitation came totally unexpectedly - 
by phone when she was on holiday in Anapa. 36 Zavorotniuk (a mother of 
two) also maintains that she shares with Vika the traits of “a loving, faithful 
individual who would never do anything to hurt the kids.” 37 

The ability of our peripheral Ukrainian nanny or other “dispensable” 
heroines to fashion their own biographies often seems very much in doubt. 
So much so, in fact, that the theatricality of the show’s kitschy appearance 
and frequently physical humor recalls many facets of I Love Lucy, a parallel 
that was often drawn in the 1990s with Drescher s own humor. 

It is, perhaps because of this increasingly frantic comedy from an often 
desperate society that people have begun to use new media in order to write 
their own lifelines beyond TV, in the aimless spirit of gonzo journalism. In 
the summer of 2004, Nezavisimaia gazeta expressed its hope that Russian 
newspapers and television might become kinder, more humane and fairer 
(i.e. more realistic) in their reflection of actuality. As an example of how to 
write your own story and do so in a way that was gently, admirably shapeless 
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or open to chance intrusion, the newspaper went in search of video bloggers 
who draw directly upon Hunter Thompson for their inspiration. 38 People 
have started plotting their own entertaining lifelines as funny or fascinating 
yarns. Debates over who owns the rights to storytelling have become an 
enormously important part of Russia’s cultural landscape, especially in the 
form of piracy. The private stories open to legal dispute here can be short 
three-minute songs or three-hour hints. 

As early as 2000, the Russian media started showing interest in the fate of 
American website mp3.com, not only because of the legal aspects, but 
because digital formats might allow people to establish their own personal 
archives and private soundtracks, irrespective of geography and bank 
accounts. Russian arguments over the legal aspects of up- and downloading 
biographies began to sound loud and clear: 

• What if an individual wants his story to be heard and downloaded? 

• How do I know if the individual didn’t want to me to download it? 

• What if I download a song and it turns out to be something entirely dif¬ 
ferent? 

• Hyperlinks often take me where I don’t want to go. Is that my fault? 

• Am I to blame if some spammer sends me a hie 1 don’t want? 

• Other people can hnd and abuse my passwords to media-rich sites with 
no great effort. 39 

The massive means used to hght private storytelling in America were com¬ 
pared by the Russian press to their “laughable" results; Russia aside, illeg¬ 
ally downloaded narratives worldwide (of both songs and him) were 
outnumbering legal purchases three to one. The horrible failure of Sony’s 
XCP anti-piracy software late in 2005 did little to placate individuals; in 
fact news of the previous year that America’s recording industry had 2,454 
copyright cases running simultaneously - most of which were failing - brought 
some Slavic observers considerable joy. This in turn irked Western media 
moguls, of course, especially since the US government has recently claimed 
that $6 billion of fair trade is not taking place due to pirate production in 
Slavdom. 40 Even when Russian mp3 sites do operate legally, they charge for 
an entire album or him what an American consumer would pay for a single 
song - and so the US industry loses even more. 

The hrst six months of 2004 in St. Petersburg alone witnessed twenty-six 
copyright-abuse cases, since 80 percent (if not more) of audio-video material 
on sale around the city was assumed to be pirated. Whatever the eventual 
outcome of these cases, however, the often unfunny, deterministic storytelling of 
Moscow’s state-run media has meant that some viewers and listeners in the 
nation’s backwaters have already turned their technical savvy to other ends, 
in particular to videocasting. Here, perhaps, at long last are mobile forms of 
self-definition, safe from the damage done by one’s (unfashionable, under¬ 
funded) address. 
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Information about podcasting started coming seriously to Russia in 
2004 from a number of sources: word of mouth, search engine rubrics, 
news stories, and links to overseas, English-language web pages. Slowly 
the nation started bypassing Moscow television by investigating a form of “Do¬ 
lt- Yourself Reality Shows,” the term given to Russian podcasts by our 
gonzo youngsters. The most famous exponent of this medium has been ex- 
MTV Russia presenter Vasilii Strel’nikov; he used it to come in from the 
rural cold: 

For twelve years 1 talked with the entire world; I presented musical 
programs, read the news and was the happiest guy on Earth. After all, 
people heard my voice in the furthest corners of the planet! There are 
no words to explain that kind of feeling! ... Nowadays everything's a 
lot simpler. In order to broadcast to the whole world you don’t require 
powerful transmitters or special studios. You can do it from your bed¬ 
room via the internet! It’s called podcasting, from the words “1-Pod” 
and “Broadcasting.” All you need is a PC or a MAC, a soundcard and 
a microphone! Download the free Audacity MP3 recorder for Win¬ 
dows, Mac or Linux. That allows you record and edit sound files ... 
Record your show - about 10 or twenty minutes. It could be a story 
about your life, your friends, family, work or study. It’s a kind of “live 
magazine.” The whole planet will hear you! 41 

Quite frequently this activity has been defined by the Russian press as 
“personal media.” You show the world what you would like it know: the 
long, intermittent and awfully provincial stories that would otherwise go 
unnoticed. Coherence is thus given to peripheral, oft-“transported” mem¬ 
bers of society. Some of podcasting’s ardent, anarchic members even hope 
that it will “kill” radio altogether. 42 Bloggers and podcasters are riding a 
wave that observers believe will constitute a worldwide audience of 75 mil¬ 
lion listeners by 2010. The minority will soon constitute a majority ... or so 
believe the rural romantics. 

Any possibility for change and social agency in the narration of new 
stories, however, has a very long way to travel. Strel’nikov, in a witty aside, 
has recently recalled the text of what he holds to be Russia’s first pod¬ 
cast, placed upon his personal site. Having been away from Moscow’s TV 
stations for several years, he decided to return from the uninhabited 
edges of the map: “Hello, kids. I’m Vasilii Strel’nikov. Thanks for visiting 
our site. I’m alive and well. I’m on my pension and living in the 
forest!” 43 No wonder these tiny private chronicles of self-made agency 
are again handed over to humor and self-irony. Ukrainian nannies from 
Mariupol’ only seem believable when filtered through irony, and forty¬ 
something VJs spend as much time mocking their own, ongoing (yet 
increasingly famous) diaries as they do composing them. Hence the ironic 
TV series. 
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Nervous giggling and its serious object 


Putin’s rhetoric is an amazing, really strange mishmash of ideas. They 
come from modern, liberal political jargon (“The Market,” “Reforms,” 
“New Technology’), the lingo of some Stalinist empire (“Traitors,” “The 
Dictatorship of Law”), the political terminology of Pobedonostsev’s era 
(“Russia’s Enemies”) and a hotchpotch of army or prison slang like his 
famous “We'll kill 'em in the shithouse” - all of which has opened the 
path to millions of simple Russian souls. 1 


Post-Soviet classrooms and the dismissal of chronology 

This cutting assessment of how Putin tells a nation’s story comes courtesy 
of late St. Petersburg poet Viktor Krivulin. He maintains the president’s 
stylistic searching is born of an awkward awareness that Russia’s erstwhile 
power structures are now completely absent. This discomfort is then exa¬ 
cerbated by a secondary, repressed uneasiness regarding his ambiguous status 
as the nation’s “chosen” leader. Thus he zips back and forth between styles, 
hoping to persuade the various factions of a huge society - including him¬ 
self. Other commentators today propose that Putin’s manufactured demea¬ 
nor and humorless gravitas may in fact be dictated more by pandering, 
consciously or otherwise, to the big, important members of the G8, as seen 
in Lichnyi nomer. 2 

Nobody at home is sure which style to take seriously, because the lines 
between self-assured pomp and heavily subsidized self-delusion are some¬ 
times very thin. This same stylistic slippage feeds into the importance of 
ironic television series - and, consequently, into the fate of the Soviet tra¬ 
dition as a whole, a timeless issue well underlined by the Channel One mystical 
thriller Khiromant (The Palmist) of 2005. A young man sees “the sign of 
Stalin or Hitler” printed on the palms of today’s future tyrants, because “times 
may have changed, but people are still the same.” 

Part of this quandary has been audible in Russian schoolrooms for some 
while. As the Soviet Union vanished in the 1990s, it presented itself to the 
schoolchildren who would grow up to become today’s television target 
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audience. Their teachers wondered what could possibly be salvaged from the 
literary canon. Many schoolbooks of the 1990s begin with an open admis¬ 
sion of revisionism and related problems. When talk turned to the classics 
like How the Steel Was Tempered, for example, children were offered the 
following caveat: 

In conditions where social mores are being reevaluated, our attitude 
also changes towards works which even in the recent past were at our 
bedsides. These were books whose heroes were models for our lives and 
destinies ... [The problem is that] we today simply can’t comprehend or 
believe the happiness of a generation that sacrificed its life so “there'd 
be no dark stain on the Revolution’s scarlet banner.” An individual who 
fights loyally for a grand idea will always be attractive to readers' 
hearts. Today we need those lessons of history. 3 

Soviet storytelling was reassessed en bloc. It was suggested, even in schools 
of distant Cheboksary, that Soviet socialist realism should in retrospect be 
defined as “critical-affirmative realism,” as it neither lost the critical ten¬ 
dencies of nineteenth century practice nor reached the difficult, forgiving 
goal of an art form that was entirely affirmative and therefore open to all 
kinds of change, intrusion, or influence. 4 In view of the fact that Gor’kii was 
now rarely referred to in schools without “a mocking shade of irony,” did 
other aspects of his spoiled “grand idea” still warrant the attention of young 
people and their educators? 5 

One important classroom anthology of 1994 interpreted that literary 
“grandness” not as specifically Soviet but as “an eternal dream of man¬ 
kind,” the magic inherent in any secular text that takes upon itself an 
“Evangelical” function. On the road to a salvationary “grandeur ... we achieved 
nothing. Or, more accurately, we achieved a great deal, but at a cost we 
never foresaw. More often than not, we simply didn’t get what we reckoned 
on. But the dream remains, all the same. Is it even achievable?” 6 

In general, reassessment of “the dream” led to kinder questions like this: 
“Are Gor’kii’s works relevant now, when the role and significance of the 
Revolution in the life of our country [are] being examined? In all prob¬ 
ability: Yes.” 7 One reason given to school kids to support this view was that 
Russian culture cannot be positioned either inside or outside of the Soviet 
Union. It is the property neither of the emigre intelligentsia, nor of the inter¬ 
nal, “underground” writers who worked with such difficulty under dictatorial 
constraints. It is all of the above, inside and out, approved and disapproved, 
spiritual and atheist, home and away: “In a wonderful manner all of these 
multihued extensions gradually interweave in a complex, but unified, polyphonic 
sound. Russian culture did not self-destruct. Once again, it triumphed.” 8 

Exam questions in Moscow in 2001 also asked children why the 1930s may 
perhaps not be a hopeless “dark tunnel” in Soviet history. What if, they con¬ 
tinued, we include the happiness of popular movies and musicals of the time? 9 
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This same textbook explained its step away from political oversimplification 
in a useful introduction, casting a simultaneous glance back to the generation 
raised under Brezhnev that now makes television programs about the period: 

Your older brothers and sisters (not to mention your parents) read in their 
textbooks that the main (or only) tradition of Russian literature was 
founded in revolutionary and liberating ideals. Today that view is being 
reconsidered. After all, the revolutionary tradition was only one part of 
Russian literature’s rich and expansive nature. It had many moral orienta¬ 
tions, a profound spirituality and humanism. It was the source of both 
the [secular] State and a religious or philosophical understanding of the 
world. 10 

A Russian-language Latvian textbook examining literature of the entire 
twentieth century, also published in 2001, summarizes much of what we are 
documenting in terms of a hopeful passage from words to silence, logic to 
love, city to nature, and from things exclusive to those accepting. It records the 
fact that in March of 1988 at a late Congress of the Soviet Writers’ Union, 
a Latvian writer defined the three major themes facing literature as “ecol¬ 
ogy, language and history.” A fellow countryman took the stand and repeated 
this concern for the “ecological environment.” This came at the same time 
as Valentin Rasputin’s interview with the magazine Smena after he had been 
able to avert disastrous governmental plans to redirect several Siberian rivers: 
“I’d like more than anything to be busy with literature right now. But things 
don’t work out that way.” 11 Literature and ecology, say today’s teachers, 
were both interrelated and equally pressing at a recent time when the Soviet 
Union was evanescing once and for all, when rhetoric meant less and less. 

There is little agreement even today over which stories should be saved in 
the public memory. In February 2003, 100-volume sets of classic Russian 
literature (all the way from medieval annals to the present) were sent to 
every Russian school. Production costs ran to 170 million rubles for the first 
edition alone. These books were hardbound, published by the Drofa house 
and financed by the state (i.e. at taxpayers’ expense). Standard school 
holdings, said the education minister Vladimir Filippov, were “downright 
outdated.” 12 The choice of writers from the late twentieth century caused 
much argument, because authors sympathetic to Putin’s policies found 
much more space on the printed page; critical darlings, genuinely popular, 
and scandalous writers were all simply absent. 

The selection of authors for the Soviet period was, however, both more 
interesting and less contentious. Writers of those decades known well to 
Western readers were often blessed with individual, even multiple volumes 
to their name: Sholokhov, Pasternak, Bulgakov, Zamiatin, Solzhenitsyn, or 
Platonov, by way of example. Gor’kii is one of the few writers with three 
volumes, giving voice to the Soviet tradition in its early, less strident form. He 
is joined by various contemporaries who, as proposed, are perhaps “more” 
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Soviet: A. Tolstoi, Fedin, Ivanov, Kataev, Leonov, and Paustovskii. These 
authors have been drawn upon in the course of this study, since they dove¬ 
tail with television yarns today; they combine both majesty and modesty. 
Irony and humor on the small screen help gingerly to map out a similar 
style at the end of a grand, canonical tradition. Humor helps when nobody 
knows quite what to say - or how to say it. 

The UPS Agency (Agentstvo NLS, from 2001), Sisters (Sestry, 2004), 
and Women in a Lawless Game (Zhenshchiny v igre hez pravil, 2004) 

A genre popular in Russian storytelling today is the “ironic detective tale,” 
looking with a wry smile at our yarns of masterful criminals or sage, per¬ 
spicacious detectives. A good place to start would be the wonderful series 
The UPS Agency (dir. Dmitrii Parmenov). While there are certainly romantic 
tendencies in the TV adaptations of Dar’ia Dontsova's books mentioned 
earlier, they usually take the form of middle-aged modesty and are con¬ 
signed to the level of subplot. The UPS Agency , however, is driven wholly by 
affairs of the heart. First of all, the agency’s very name includes an abbre¬ 
viation for “Unusual Private Situations.” Cases cracked by the agency’s three 
young (and amateurish) detectives always involve somebody’s amorous or 
familial mishap. Second, the three young people find, given their age 
(early twenties), that sexual tensions buzz between them from time to time. 
These two issues make for a muddle of romance and other emotional 
schemes: 

The agency’s youthful colleagues have handled ... all the tricky intricacy 
of other people’s confidential affairs. They’ve broken through webs of 
intrigue and tracked down brides who vanished on the eve of their 
wedding ... Each of the films in this series is unique, separate, and uncon¬ 
nected to the others. That’s why it’s hard to define this serial’s genre. 13 

The magazine TV-Park distinguished this series from other works by its 
“kindness and irony,” since it treats off-hand love stories as high drama. The 
host station, TNT, explained further how kindness forms a work ethic: 

The UPS Agency takes on any case that a normal detective would happily 
turn down. In order to see each case to the end, various disguises 
are needed; the threesome needs to adopt all kinds of strange per¬ 
sonae and enter the world of their adversaries. But in any situation, 
even the trickiest, the trustiest weapon of all will save our heroes: 
humor. 14 

Affirmative, inclusive kindness and humor counteract the cruelty of typical 
melodramas - they offset Muscovite emphases. Not only is the series set 
and shot in St. Petersburg, but the show’s promoters make much of the 



Comedy 153 


provincial origins of its actors (from Vologda and Poltava). Smaller characters 
from smaller towns will be loved by more and more people. The small 
reflects and makes the big: 

I [Igor' Botvin] lived in Moscow when I was in the army; I was in the 
Spetsnaz. Then I went home to Vologda. I slobbed around for a bit and 
then made a break for it - to Petersburg where my sister lives. Lived 
there for a while, went out and about ... 1 liked the place. So I went 
home, grabbed my stuff and moved to Petersburg for good. 15 

As a result, the “lad from Vologda has become the idol of Russia’s women 
right before our eyes.” When he finally traveled back to his village after a 
ten-year absence, “he went to visit all the friends and acquaintances that used 
to laugh at him. Some had become alcoholics, some had got married .... 
Now they looked at Igor’ with respect and asked him all about working in 
TV.” 16 He had worked his way into the hearts of young girls amid St. 
Petersburg’s classical beauty with bodybuilding and an enduring admiration 
for Arnold Schwarzenegger. 17 

The parallel systems of love and provincial inclusiveness are furthered by 
the fact that the series’ crew prides itself on wanting to shoot outdoors 
without drawing any attention. In one instance 

there was a sign hanging at the entrance to a gas station: “Dear Dri¬ 
vers! Don’t be concerned. We’re just filming.” The crew occupied a 
motel, set up their apparatus and lighting. And the drivers who came by 
to grab a bite, or the long-haul truckers setting things up for a stopover, 
paid no real attention to what was going on. They all quickly went 
away, each on his own business. 18 

The quiet, ironic, and iconoclastic treatment of detective stories with 
friendship and flirting adopts a grander scale in Sisters (dir. Anton Sivers), 
produced in 2004 by Dmitrii Meskhiev and Valerii Todorovskii for Rossiia. 
The satirical linkages between romance and wrongdoing are extended in 
Sisters as domestic spats and broken hearts turn into bona fide criminal 
activity: 

Each of the three charming sisters has her own destiny, her own pro¬ 
fession, and her own men. Nina is married to a successful surgeon but 
prefers to earn her living by driving cars [into Russia] from abroad. She 
is forced to take on this dangerous work after her husband starts having 
problems on his job. The middle sister, Alla, is a beautiful red-haired 
business lady, while Masha, the youngest, works at a TV station and 
dreams of becoming a famous journalist. Life in this big family is far 
from simple - every one of the sisters has a strong character and will 
stand up for what she believes in. 
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Figure 7.1 Sisters. 


Dragged into and out of various (male) schemes, the sisters’ proximity to a 
normal relationship grows in an inverse relationship to the adventure. The 
more chaos, the less romance; the more romance, the greater peace, quiet, and 
chances of a pleasing denouement. The greatest juxtaposition between male 
destruction and female emotional construction comes late in the twelve- 
episode series when Masha (Liubov’ Tikhomirova) is drugged in a cafe by a 
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deranged photographer. Already cursed with a boyfriend who is often drunk 
and always indecisive, she now awakes from the pills and cognac to discover 
she is bound, gagged, and trapped within a locked mansion somewhere at a 
mystery location. Male conceptions of love are more than proprietary. 

The confusion, car chases, and shoot-outs that mark the lives led by such 
strong-headed characters are aptly captured in the title of the 2004 Rossiia 
series Women in a Lawless Game , made by Iurii Moroz, the director of the 
detective series Ramenskaia. Here, too, the love of women is potentially a 
driving force. As Moroz himself has said, the series is: 

a real melodrama of love and that’s what it shares with Ramenskaia. 
There are five central heroines; initially I undertook this project to try 
and look at love’s various stages. There’s the first sentiment of a very 
young girl, the fortuitous love of a mother, and the late, but extremely 
feisty romance of a grandmother who’s still in the prime of life. 19 

The wheel of fortune interweaves peoples’ destinies in magical ways. It 
gives rise to new connections and changes the world around us all. At 
the center of the story are three women: Mariia Petrovna, Elena, and 
Alka. Three generations of women in one family - each of them is fated 
to meet her true love. The grandmother will find her final love; the 
mother’s love will be unexpected and brief. The daughter’s love will be 
her first. No matter how each of their fates comes together, no matter 
what difficulties fall to their lot, these women are sure of one thing. 
Only love can overcome misfortune. (Promotional text.) 

The various plots are entwined not so much by shared knowledge among char¬ 
acters as by a tongue-in-cheek narrative amplified by quirky comments upon 
frozen frames, on-screen text, and other games played with the acceleration/ 
deceleration of events passing before us. Much of this is very reminiscent of 
Amelie (dir. Jean-Pierre Jeunet, 2001). The workings of destiny are so com¬ 
plex they can only be described in a childlike or mocking, disjointed fashion 
which does little to aid comprehension. One connection between such social 
conjecture and real life (that is, between fairytales and feasibility) is made 
by the casting of musician Garik Sukachev, who plays himself as a singer 
admired by one of the sisters from afar. What brings all the characters 
together, such as the husband of a car accident victim and a divorcee look¬ 
ing for a fresh start, is devotion - either among adults or for a young 
woman in difficulty after an unexpected pregnancy. 

That Balzac Age, or All Men Are Basta ... (BaTzakovskii vozrast, Hi Vse 
muzhiki svo ... , 2004-5) 

If the success of these series and their aspirations to realism are dependent 
upon the reflection of something (very often fated) rather than the creation 
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of something bold and socially subversive ex nihilo, then a problem hovering 
forever in the background is whether these series also “re-present” some¬ 
body else's (already presented and accepted) reality, perhaps that of Amer¬ 
ican studios. Of late, the loudest and most publicly discussed example of 
cultural fawning outside of sitcoms has been the relationship between 
NTV’s romantic series “for middle-aged women” That Balzac Age, or All 
Men Are Basta ... (dir. Dmitrii Fiks) and H BO’s Sex and the City 1 1998-2002). 

The difference (which could either complicate or negate accusations of 
plagiarism) between the two serials is defined as follows: 

We've got people here [in Russia] who can talk about love, too; they can 
talk about sex without prudishness and vulgarity. They can do it with 
humor. That’s what makes our version no less interesting - sometimes 
more so, actually. Nonetheless the main heroine in this serial remains 
Love, even if She isn’t mentioned in the credits. This is Love in all Her 
manifestations and misfortunes, Love through tears and laughter. On 
their way through life these four girlfriends will encounter wealthy 
admirers and youthful lovers, charming rabbis and gorgeous (albeit 
suspicious-looking) guys. Each of the heroines will have to answer the 
question: “Are all men really basta ... ?” Is it worth giving up and 
surrendering to life’s unfairness? Or, despite it all, not give up hope and 
keep on believing there’s a prince out there somewhere waiting for each 
of them on a white horse? A prince who’s briefly lost in the labyrinths 
of the Big City? 20 

Even if this is a convincing definition of difference, it leans terribly heavily 
(and carefully) on the model it claims to disown. This was hardly a series 
composed in a carefree, slapdash manner, either: 250 actresses were tried for 
each of the four female roles: 21 

Singing the tune of this American serial to a Russian melody, the 
[Slavic] screenwriters ignored some key circumstances, such as differ¬ 
ences between cultural traditions ... [The authors forgot] that talking 
about “you-know-what” in public in Russian or English are two totally 
different things. When four female New Yorkers, all wealthy and suc¬ 
cessful, emancipated women, give forth on the nuances of an orgasm or 
the correct relationship between penis length and vagina width, it seems 
neither tasteless nor vulgar. The linguistic peculiarities of the great and 
mighty Russian language are such that even if we ignore the comedic 
element of the serial, it all looks helpless and unconvincing. 22 

The women’s magazine Kleo went as far as tabulating the similarities 
between the two shows and even matching the characters one to one: Sarah 
Jessica Parker and Iuliia Men’shova; Cynthia Nixon and Lada Dens; Kim 
Cattrall and Zhanna Epple; Kristin Davis and Alika Smekhova. In addition, 
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Figure 7.2 That Balzac Age. 


the male partners seemed to repeat various New York characters, just as the 
roles of the cities themselves (New York and Moscow) overlap. The differ¬ 
ences, somewhat harshly, were here defined as dramatic ability, the number 
of awards won, and the number of episodes (99 versus 12): “Twelve doesn’t 
seem like a lot but, on the other hand, there’s no need for any more. Please, 
no more!” 23 
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For all that, the debut in June 2004 was a hit, allowing NTV to outstrip 
Channel One in primetime - a very rare event of late. Even more surprising, 
a large part of the show’s audience was stolen from the classic detective 
series running simultaneously on Channel One and discussed below, Streets 
of Broken Lights (Ulitsy razbitykh fornarei). Doubts had persisted right until 
the debut, since a late spring or early summer release never bodes well for a 
healthy market share - especially in a cold country like Russia, where good 
weather means bad TV statistics. But many people were happy to stay home 
and follow the romantic adventures of four women questioning traditional 
notions of age and gender. As luliia Men’shova put it: 

If you live with the feeling that you’re 30, that you’ve got a child and 
have been dumped, then of course your personal life is going to come to 
a standstill. What matters here is not the man, not the child, but how 
you see yourself and your age ... Some ladies sit at home and suffer: 
“I’m 30, I’ve got no husband. Poor me, what am 1 to do? 40 isn’t far 
off!” They’ve just got divorced, the pain hasn’t passed yet, but she’s 
already driving herself on so she can jump into another marriage as 
soon as possible. Get a grip! Look after your kids first of all! A hus¬ 
band will turn up sooner or later. 24 

Fate and self-definition walk hand in hand. The latter is an American import. 

The Literary Gazette was unimpressed. It judged the series from the 
standpoint that “generic, narrative and intonational unpredictability” are 
always the key to good storytelling, whereas NTV was offering “grapho¬ 
mania” and a “clearly unprofessional,” if not “helpless,” screenplay. Any 
attempt to match Sex and the City in a land that never had its own sexual 
revolution was bound to look sad and silly. 25 The problem was not new: the 
Soviet women’s magazine Female Worker (Rabatnitsa) had never looked 
anything like Cosmopolitan and the Russian show’s dialog remained stub¬ 
bornly on the level of “mentally retarded seventh-graders,” which didn’t 
help matters. 26 

Yet that purported retardation or unshakeable Slavic air could perhaps 
help to foster the show’s success, as the journal Ogonek thought. The American 
HBO series had not garnered especially high ratings when it ran in Russia; a 
local version with a local reality surely stood a better chance? 27 It could 
even help people by offering them emotional support grounded in identifi¬ 
able domestic experience: 

There are so many women like that in [our] life. They could learn from 
others’ [dramatized] mistakes. It’s not a perfect game to play, of course. 
Nor, come to that, are the show’s plots perfect, either ... But what is 
ideal in our life? The main thing is that it’s nice to watch. It may not be 
for everybody, but lots of people will like it. It’s not “Cinema for 
Everyone,” but it’s certainly for a lot of people. 28 
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Soldiers ( Soldaty , since 2004), The Bachelors ( Kholostiaki , 2004), 
and Next (since 2001) 

Here we see irony applied to three other, less girly topics: military service, 
the “drama” of bachelor life, and crime. Soldiers, dedicated to the first of these 
rubrics, has enjoyed great success. It had already run to an eleventh series 
by the spring of 2007 and remains a good example of how funniness and 
insecure patriotism frequently inform each other: 

Two friends, having lost contact with on another in civilian life, unex¬ 
pectedly meet in the Military Enlistment Office [when drafted for 
national service]. A big-city playboy and a village lad will now trudge 
their way through service together. As usual, doing one’s civic duty 
always involves lots of things that go wrong. The biggest disaster of 
all is their “comrade” commander, played by Boris Shcherbakov. He’s 
a textbook officer; the kind that wouldn’t climb the Alps for 
anything - and so ends up in a ton of jokes instead. His new recruits 
encounter everything, all the way from hazing to going AWOL [absent 
without leave]. And every so often, in a non-regulation sort of way, 
romance blossoms in the troops, too - between a nurse, a major and 
a foot soldier. That’s the kind of love triangle that even Shakespeare 
would envy. 

The series has turned out to be the most successful project of its kind for 
the host station, REN-TV. This is due not so much to the enduring popu¬ 
larity of Shcherbakov or to the more modish reputation of costar Pavel 
Maikov, but the fact that army service is a virtually universal experience. 
Each of the actors has appeared in newspapers, turning the severity of two 
years in the military into nationally fond memories, jokes, or even recipes 
for very simple pleasures enjoyed by recruits “back then” with virtually no 
ingredients, such as potato pancakes. 29 Soldiers in fact benefits from a spe¬ 
cial popularity with emigre audiences, too, perhaps as a vicarious, cathartic 
experience of genuine danger (in Afghanistan or Chechnya) avoided by 
those whose forefathers left the USSR. 

In a similarly broad gesture across the social canvas, the series entitled 
The Bachelors debuted in October 2004. The Moscow setting immediately 
invited parallels between the show and its female forerunner, That Balzac 
Age. In fact some viewers even complained that the (irritatingly persistent) 
theme music and title sequences had been swiped from Sex and the City. 
This Muscovite male edition was dedicated to “four bosom buddies, tied by 
an undying love for pretty young women.” The men in question are Oleg 
(Oleg Fomin), owner of a lingerie store; car salesman Anatolii (Evgenii 
Stychkin); heart surgeon Dima (Dmitrii Pevtsov); and ladies’ man Gosha 
(Marat Basharov). Although all four actors are married in actuality, the 
producers were not concerned about their commitment to verisimilitude, 
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since bachelor life - like military service - “is something we've all been 
through at some point.'’ 30 These are four guys for whom women are a 
“measure of ambition, self-justification - and faith in oneself”: 

We meet these four inseparable friends at the very moment when one of 
them, Dima, is being dumped by his wife. The second bachelor, Oleg, is 
suffering fits of jealousy from his partner; the third is being introduced 
by his mother to yet another “girl from a good family.” The ex-wives of 
the fourth bachelor, Tolia, keep coming back to him. In other words, 
there’s no room for boredom in the lives of these four handsome 
buddies. 

The demands placed upon the actors in their depiction of “absolute” nor¬ 
mality were considerable. It takes twenty-four episodes for them to overcome 
their typical if not “ridiculous phobias and complexes.” Pevtsov said that humor 
and emotion in the series were central to any convincing portrait of ordi¬ 
nariness. Typical experience was therefore tied closely to self-doubt, silliness, and 
a drawn-out, gentle complexity. Irony, by making pomp difficult and deci¬ 
sion-making less arrogant, came closer to something beyond self-assured 
platitudes. “Playing this particular bachelor,” he said, was “more difficult than 
bringing a murderer, woman or some nervous wreck to the screen.” Stychkin 
concurred, stating that humor and self-deprecation would be crucial in capturing 
a fleeting “golden mean” between crude caricature and mere vulgarity. 31 

Yet despite any aspirations towards universality, this would still somehow 
be a very “Russian” project, in opposition to what Basharov has termed the 
“conveyor” style of screenplay production in the United States. 32 Important 
here is the degree to which improvisation was permitted on screen; normal, 
adlibbed, and spontaneous behavior would hopefully save the show from 
anything formulaic. In fact Oleg Fomin went as far as saying that “almost 
every” scene would end with some off-the-cuff inventiveness. 33 Using these 
techniques, Basharov was pleased that Bachelors, along with more and more 
of Russia's TV series, was able to avoid accusations of “shabbiness.” 34 This 
was certainly true enough to attract the interest of several stars from other 
art forms, playing in secondary guest roles, such as leggy Anna Semenovich 
from the ensemble Blestiashchie : 

What could be more enjoyable for a young (or not so young) secretary, 
editor, translator, teacher, office manager or even her ambitious assistant 
than a long tale of pure, happy - or unhappy - love? A love unburdened 
by material worries, by relatives or any other grim obligations? A story 
about men; not the smartest, not the brightest, not the best bred ... but 
nonetheless indispensable menl The kind who’re around for just one 
day, for a night, for a year - for life, even? What, too, could be more 
pleasant for our own overgrown, flighty “playboys” than a story of wish- 
fulfillment - about successfully conquering a woman? A story unburdened 
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by all the consequences of that love - which makes the story no less 
cheerful ... ? 35 

The jokes come fast and furious in the series, which involves so many failed 
relationships with so many women that at times it seems completely 
unstructured. Refusing to take itself too seriously, it has numerous in-jokes, 
too, for example about the endless, wandering plot of Poor Nastia, patri¬ 
otism (“one’s wife, like one’s homeland, is never chosen”), or Soviet rhetoric 
(the turning of one life, not society as a whole, from “fairytale into reality”). 
The loss of a girlfriend is directly paralleled with a Soviet officer’s loss of 
life, while the desire to flee a difficult relationship is justified by Gor’kii’s 
departure for Capri in times gone by. 

As this flippancy may suggest, the series makes fun of its own unwilling¬ 
ness to shoulder grand themes. Troubled females suffer from what the four men 
call the “Anna Karenina” syndrome, and any talk of virtues learned from 
Dostoevskii is dealt with on purely sentimental, not intellectual terms. The 
antics of these four adults (and their companions) are better handled by quotes 
from Soviet cartoon characters (Karlson) or pop-lyrics, either Soviet (Stoiat 
devchonki) or modern (Aleshka by Ruki vverkh). The heroes even undermine 
their own story by remarking, for example, that today’s untalented actresses 
work on TV (not in live theater or film); likewise they adopt the ironic 
addressing of the camera begun by US series such as the mid-1980s Moon¬ 
lighting (ABC). This silliness extends to the outright plundering of scenes 
from recent and renowned romantic comedies, like the massed stampede of 
brides usurping Renee Zellweger in 1989’s The Bachelor (dir. G. Sinyor). 

The same happy irony hangs over Next (rarely referred to by its Russian 
title Sleduiushchii), starring Aleksandr Abdulov as crime kingpin, Lavr. 
Based around the relationship between Lavr and an unexpectedly discovered 
son, the series in each of its three hypostases has placed a clear moral 
dilemma before its hero: crime or fatherhood, crime or peaceful retirement, 
and crime or married life. Each of the options, between what might become 
Stychkin’s caricatures or simplified vulgarity, is defined by the promotional 
staff at REN-TV as an “uncompromising struggle,” yet the show always 
treats that dramatic duality with a light sense of humor. 36 It’s so serious it 
has to be funny; if the characters didn’t laugh, they’d cry. 

Various institutional stereotypes are politely ridiculed. Parenthood is often 
referred to as nothing more than funding a child’s education with well-timed 
bribes; Lavr’s bodyguards satisfy their desire for a macho outlet by shooting 
empty bottles, even though his newly found son shows them that football 
does the job just as well. Questions over Lavr’s sexuality, given that he is of 
“solid” age and still not married, are dismissed as nonsense, since he is “a 
Bolshevik” - synonymous here with warm-blooded heterosexuality, to borrow 
a phrase from Ian Fleming. 

The series’ screenwriters were aware of their silliness, but still built the 
narrative on a serious, well-intentioned, and sentimental foundation. The 
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story is emotionally credible. When Lavr reveals to his lost son that he is 
indeed the boy’s father, the youngster asks: “You’re my father? This is some 
kind of Mexican serial!” Lavr replies: “I don’t care if it’s a Brazilian one! A fact 
remains a fact” - and it has emotional, civil validity as a result. 

What exactly is post-Socialist irony hiding from? 

Russia’s national resources are its greatest wealth. 

(Putin, 2001) 

As already noted, Putin’s official stance on the social role of television has 
for years made much of its relationship to freedom, for “without truly free 
media, Russian democracy will not survive, and we will not succeed in 
building a civil society.” 37 And yet for all the related governmental grum¬ 
bling over ethical standards on some channels, it is universally accepted by 
the public that money decides almost everything on the small screen. The 
promise of (fundable) airtime and/or the removal of government support is 
what makes broadcasting legally and fiscally possible. 38 Freedom, therefore, 
remains nothing more than an abstract entity; hence the jokes. 

This continuing state of (constrained ) affairs is lambasted by independent 
domestic journalists as extremely damaging for the development of either 
long-term, competitive market forces or a truly democratic dissemination of 
public information. 39 Bemoaning the same situation, today’s Communist 
Party also notes a widespread loss of faith in the media, together with any 
shared dream or ideal that might be represented visually on television - 
especially if today’s viewers are spoiled by obsessions with easy money in 
Moscow. They seem happiest of all with the Russian version of Who Wants 
to Be a Millionaire (false hopes of wealth), Dmitrii Nagiev’s scandal-show 
Windows (false stories of family discord, played by actors who appear real), 
or Leonid Parfenov’s revisionist history of the late Soviet period on NTV, 
Namedni (cancelled by the Kremlin as false). 40 No wonder, once more, that 
irony is so pervasive. 

All this joking around invites us for the remainder of this book to exam¬ 
ine some serious solutions; they will be ways to move from humor to hope, 
from squeamishness to something socially expansive. Irony, after all, has its 
limits, as shown by the second (2005) season of BaVzakovskii vozrast. What 
was tongue in cheek for the first series, discussed above, became noticeably 
darker in the second, when our four heroines (still in need of a job, spouse, 
or both) bump up against issues of abortion, prostitution, and other unfunny 
hindrances on their way to what they desperately hope will involve a glass 
slipper. Jokes about social inclusion are no longer funny when the object of 
desire vanishes altogether. What seemed possible in the past for a quartet of 
adult women has vanished in the present; it would appear they wanted too 
much. Something, when excessively sought, becomes nothing. As we know, 
however, the import of diminution or nothingness in the city is very different 
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outside of metropolitan contexts. Singular, urban desires - because of their 
unfunny, thanatic failure - validate by negative example a different form of 
minorized singularity in a different place. 

These processes of negation (or the positive elimination of a greedy, 
“splendid isolation”) are known. Muscovite greed actively, consciously avoids 
its challenges, as established by the prior generation - hence the touching, 
yet ironic use of Soviet narrative in today’s tales of love. Socialist story arcs 
promised so much, yet were decimated by prior politicking; all the same, 
they still evoke an eternally “salvationary,” vertiginous risk to move beyond 
their doctrinaire, collective aspects. A desire for non-communitarian existence, 
for alternative (and apolitical) groupings, often resides within the socialist 
canon, within the extremes and excess that today’s heroes and heroines 
pretend to find funny. 

Given our emphasis upon Dobrenko’s definition of Soviet culture’s 
organic idealism and TV’s demonizing of Moscow, one socialist story gives 
especially telling expression to the idea that Putinesque narratives (as pri¬ 
metime or policy) must reference, yet dare not/cannot enact. Leonid Leo¬ 
nov’s Russian Forest , first published in 1953, gives wonderful voice to dreams 
of macrobiotic inclusiveness that, although born of Muscovite pragmatism, 
overshoot common sense altogether in a series of Spinozistic metaphors for 
perfect, aimless socialization. Being nowhere in particular becomes a better, 
if not perfect, form of almost anti-humanist presence. In our ironic TV 
series, a superior social or amorous existence is often expressed through 
provincial or rural states, through “non-cities.” Leonov’s novel shows us 
how goal-driven processes of inclusion can begin a similar epoche of non¬ 
verbal and non-linear states beyond the dehumanizing “labyrinth of the Big 
City.” It shows what lies beyond the last and saddest joke of all, beyond the 
self-deprecation of Russia’s little losers, raised under Khrushchev and 
Brezhnev. 

The book focuses upon the long, slow intellectual competition between two 
forestry researchers: Ivan Vikhrov, who represents Leonov’s attitudes towards 
social existence; and Aleksandr Gratsianskii, the embodiment of a more 
predatory. Stalinist eco-view. Russkii les begins just before the outbreak of 
World War Two. Vikhrov’s daughter has been convinced by Gratsianskii of 
her father’s scientific and ideological "errors”; it takes considerable time (and 
effort during the war) for her to realize the tragedy of her misjudgment. 

It transpires that Gratsianskii, a one-time revolutionary, had in decades 
gone by actually been involved with the Czarist secret police as a turncoat, 
something he somehow manages to keep hush-hush. This dark secret is 
mirrored by his plans to plunder Russia’s wilderness, with scant regard for 
subsequent environmental damage. As his schemes fall apart, he is even 
revealed to be a spy for the Australian secret service (since the storyline has 
now reached the time of the Korean War). Gratsianskii eventually commits 
suicide. His dramatic denouement, however, brings little calm because “the 
death of Stalin was no guarantee of the end of the Gratsianskii type.” 41 
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Leonov’s novel marks the epitome of the Soviet ecological/realist novel. It 
marks the early steps towards Brezhnev’s fondly remembered 1970s, when 
the grandest social designation of all, “Planet Earth,” would come to mean 
“natural and harmonious connections formed between people and nature”; 
it would be made synonymous in academic literature with “home, mother or 
family.” 42 The novel merges the micro- and macropolitical by stressing the 
former and shifting it away from urban, machinic production. 

This is a “patriotic book, born of the love that a nation’s son has for his 
native people.” It is the consequence of “massive generalizations,” i.e. the 
realist practice of “generalizing details,” pushed to the point where they leave 
Soviet society or people altogether and head out into the empty taiga. They 
overcome the linear, shuttling pathways of our transported heroines, back and 
forth. Linearity becomes an eventful “interfusing of the epoch’s quintessential 
forces.” 43 This is not a stable political tract but a happening in the 
Badiouian sense, so vast in its philosophical purview beyond the bracketing 
processes of nationalism that it has usually been discussed in religious terms 
since 1991. 

These strands of an apophatically defined, materialist “deliverance” merge 
in a long forestry lecture given by Professor Vikhrov. Here, as opposed to 
Gratsianskii, he advocates a socialist existence both in and as nature. The 
ideas informing his speech underwrite the most philosophically important 
story under investigation in our entire study, perhaps in all of Soviet litera¬ 
ture. The lecture, strange though it may seem, was lauded even at the 
time of its first appearance as irreproachable propaganda, as “a lofty 
sermon of love for one’s homeland.” 44 It lies at the core of a long novel 
that nonetheless appeared even in the 1950s to be less stridently progressive 
than an “exchange of calls or motifs \jrereklichki ] between the past and pre¬ 
sent.” 45 This shuttling procedure occurs sensitively and spends as much 
time looking backward or sideward as it does forward: “Nature actively 
participates in the destinies of the older and younger generations, from 
their first spark of self-awareness to the awful torments of World War 
Two - a time when nature herself sheltered her children. She did so as a 
mother.” 46 

These affective, microcosmic, and familial metaphors have underwritten 
almost all of our TV series. The Russian Forest, by using those images for 
something other than unidirectional policy, becomes a “labyrinth of opinions, 
events and conflicts,” as schoolbooks note today. 47 It goes nowhere special, 
yet resides everywhere ; it was repeatedly drawn upon in schools during 
perestroika to educate today’s adults with alternative forms of communality. 
Here are some nationwide homework questions from 1986: 

• Which of Leonov’s books do you value most highly? 

• How do you feel about Leonov’s fight for the preservation of nature? 

• What makes Leonov’s work valuable for work in schools? 

• What is it about Leonov’s works that makes them difficult to study? 48 
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The active, yet “difficult,” participation and subjectively “valuable” inter¬ 
dependence of people as nature starts to constitute endlessly social Deleu- 
zian machines. Their mutually beneficial interactions are industrious, not 
industrial. “The field and the forest,” says Vikhrov, “are the most powerful of 
machines, which convert the sun’s energy and the soil’s fertility into the essen¬ 
tial products of our existence ... Of all the machines that are working for 
us, the forest is one of the most durable, but also one of the hardest to 
repair when it breaks down.” Self-deprecation, the inverse of urban chutz¬ 
pah, is the key to this machinery’s ongoing success and it is often instigated 
best of all by humor. The interaction of comedy, doubt, and social drama in 
cinema from the time of Russian Forest’s publication shows the role of 
humor in fashioning narrative forms to outlast the rigors of Stalinism, full 
of hope for something better - for Brezhnev’s calm. These are the movies to 
show ironic TV the ropes; they show what comes after the irony. 

Conclusion: ironic TV needs a little help from the past to get serious 

Tolstoi said that a man’s like a fraction in which the numerator is rea¬ 
lity and the denominator’s what he thinks he is. The bigger the denomi¬ 
nator, the smaller the fraction; if the denominator is infinity, then the 
fraction equals naught. Good that, isn’t it? 

(Vasilii Azhaev, Far from Moscow, 1948) 

A very quick glance at the cinema of the same period hints at how a mas¬ 
sively popular, “less linguistic” art form might help to illuminate prose. 
Cinema used comedy to investigate the post-Stalinist modesty that would 
become so seriously important for storytelling. It was founded on pro¬ 
vincial, outlying, or peripheral plots - on little lives, structured affectively. 
Both socially and geographically, a wilderness and distance from the Soviet 
center could lead to something very special beyond irony. 

The major comedy synonymous with Leonov’s novel was also the first 
feature film of the Soviet Union’s finest comic, Arkadii Raikin: We Met 
Somewhere ... (My s Vami gde-to vstrechalis’, dir. N. Dostaf) of 1954. The entire 
motion picture is aesthetically estranged from po-faced norms, for Raikin 
introduces the plot as if within a variety performance (i.e. as skits of events 
recalled) and is himself playing the role of a comic on holiday. Only after 
mocking a few grand centralized forms of Soviet art does the story begin: one 
figure pilloried, for example, is a member of the Soviet Composers’ Union, 
whose bathetic, symphonic style quickly “descends” into the jazz of Leonid 
Utesov’s Masha, a song about raunchy flirtation over steaming cups of tea. 

It is worth noting in brief that Utesov’s timeless value - as a funny force 
that can be used or abused by politics - was just as clear in the 2006 biopic 
Utesov: A Lifelong Song (Pesnia dlinoiu v zhizn). The series, replete with badly 
dubbed ditties, is also loaded up with ham-fisted Jewish “revisionism” and 
shot on cheap video, the trebly qualities of which don’t help scenes of misty 
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nostalgia. Utesov changes shape too often, too; the thin and wiry actors 
who vivify his youthful years somehow become shorter and fatter as time 
passes. Yet, for all these faults, the endless importance of witty, throwaway 
one-liners is well stressed, be they spoken or sung. As Utesov’s father says 
with regard to the Revolution: “Workers of the world unite, anywhere you 
like; just don’t do it in my kitchen.” Hence Raikin’s invocation of a funny 
tradition in order to reconsider something revolutionary; humor creates a 
different viewpoint with a series of roles or disguises. 

In a similar vein and in the same year as We Met Somewhere, the hit 
comedy Dragonfly (Strekoza , dir. S. Dolidze) took an isolated figure, a little 
nobody, and watched her work through the various tiny guises of romance. 
The title is the heroine’s nickname: she is definitely flighty and must be the 
worst librarian in the USSR, dealing poorly with readers’ requests for both 
Gor’kii’s Mother and Sholokhov’s Quiet Flows the Don. She tries hard to 
catch the attention of a handsome young architect and, due to a bureaucratic 
muddle over surnames, finds her (ordinary) self elevated wrongly to the 
status of Hero of Socialist Labor. 

It is decided that only work will save Strekoza from this and other mix- 
ups. Worried at first, she applies her favorite songs to the workday and things 
soon go swimmingly. Her new social success is celebrated in a national 
magazine and color photo-spread, an event that coincides with the success 
of her courtship. The love story is resolved and the final scenes show the 
couple walking away from the camera, gathering poppies in a faraway, 
blossoming, and sunny Georgian mountain valley. 

If we move to other funny blockbusters later in the same decade, the 
grandeur of the open countryside is likewise replaced by the big, equally 
grand emotions of endearment. In the comedy classic of 1957, Up High 
( Vysota, dir. A. Zarkhi), the lofty pinnacles of Soviet construction and their 
scaffolding workers become a metaphor for the dizzying challenges of 
romance. The woman in this improbable love affair (played by Inna 
Makarova) is a gutsy, assertive tomboy who smokes and drinks with the 
best of them, though we discover that her own, marginal state as an atypical 
female is a consequence of being orphaned during the war. This leads us to 
hypothesize that her dramatic behavior is massive overcompensation for 
some troubling lack. When she gets dressed for a date, in fact, her potential 
boyfriend describes her garish garb as “a South American traffic light.” 
Something unfunny is missing. 

It is only when the man involved - Kolia (i.e. Nikolai Rybnikov) - is in 
danger after a fall that she reveals her true feelings, especially because it 
transpires that he, too, has no relatives and so she comes to visit him in 
hospital. In a serious admission she makes only to a doctor, we discover: 
“I love him.” It is only after and because of this silly love affair that she 
then enters public existence, becoming a member of the Komsomol; her father 
was a forest worker and she declares her wish to continue some public tra¬ 
ditions. The Soviet subplot works and survives only because of the ironically 
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“industrious” love story; the love story, likewise, works only because it is 
elevated high above the intrusively social streets of the Big City. Four years 
later, these same two lovers would in fact be transported outwards, not 
upwards - all the way to Leonov’s snowy Siberian forests for a similar yet 
brighter love story: Devchata (dir. I. Chuliukin). 

If there were no minor tale, from two orphans on the edge of society, the 
major plot of the forester’s daughter and her commitment(s) would founder. 
Given the enormous distances between two people and everybody, between 
heady romance and social propriety, are there any guidelines at all? Here the 
role of law and order is extremely important in today’s socially responsible 
drama. A rule or two might lessen the nervous laughter. Here the extremism 
that underlies the chapters thus far becomes something more modest: the need 
to discern a worldview approaching clarity whenever crime makes the machi- 
nic, caring goals of Russkii les impossible. After all, whenever burgeoning 
social production has trouble, it must still, willy-nilly, defend itself against 
illegal, lawless destruction. Lovers and jokers are rarely left alone to experiment 
in peace. 



8 Law and order 

Making sense of something 


Just because you don’t know about IT, that doesn’t mean IT is unreal. 
(Tagline for NTV’s sci-fi mystery The Bureau [Kontora, dir. Dmitrii 
Parmenov, 2006], borrowing heavily from FOX TV’s The X-Files 

[1993-2002]) 


Early adventure series under Putin: getting a grip on humorless 
disappointments and social failures 

In looking at the themes of law and order, it seems reasonable to con¬ 
textualize mystery series and/or thrillers according to the years before 
Putin’s inauguration in March 2000, his first term (until the landslide of 
December 2003), and then the second, current term in office (since the 
spring of 2004). The earliest shows in this chain were often the simplest, 
too, displaying a marked structural naivety. In the mid-1990s, for example, 
viewers were offered Vadim Derbenev’s On the Corner of Patriarch’s Ponds 
(Na uglu u Patriarshikh), wherein a policeman, investigating a ring of inter¬ 
national antique smugglers, “very unexpectedly finds his true love, too. She 
is called Natasha. She’s intelligent, slender, and mysterious - a complex 
individual.” The connection between the two plots was less than natural. 
There was an awareness amongst studios prior to the Default that these 
types of TV series needed to be both exciting and emotionally engaging, but 
the relationship between the two intentions looked either contrived or 
simply non-existent. 

A more persuasive interface of public and private plots would be devel¬ 
oped in future years via increased thematic intricacy, as shown by the sub¬ 
sequent evolution of Patriarch's Ponds. The second season of 2001 involved 
the same central character of Sergei Nikol’skii (played by Igor’ Livanov), 
but criminality had now blossomed beyond cops and robbers. It consisted 
of burglary, robbery, blackmail, drug trafficking, prostitution, and corrupt 
politics, i.e. the forces still battled weakly by love in today’s feature films like 
The Point (Tochka), It Doesn’t Hurt (Mne ne bol’no), and Junk (Zhest ' [all 
2006]). All were quickly included in the early episodes of Patriarch’s Ponds , 
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blurring any clear-cut definition of modern society and its negative opera¬ 
tions. As promotional texts of the time told us, with such frenzied activity at 
work, “Nikol’skii’s private life isn’t at all easy.” 

In fact the third season in 2003 pushed the hero out of this discordant 
workplace altogether, into private investigations. Nikolskii was detached 
from the reassuring support of a state institution; his individual presence 
was minimized, whilst that of surrounding society was amplified and com¬ 
plicated. The former was placed within the latter - and self-assured agency 
became harder and harder. In a male parallel to our love-hungry, ironic 
heroines, therefore, the simplicity of police work amid binary oppositions of 
“Good vs. Bad” was likewise no longer convincing. 

Heroes, just like heroines, sought healthier social bonds. Crime was 
everywhere, making the development of a normal family life tougher. This 
led honest upholders of the law to leave agencies which supposedly embo¬ 
died the legal codex. The nature of law and order outside those agencies was 
(and remains) the core social quandary of the criminal drama. 

Similar tendencies were evident elsewhere within the same timeframe, 
analogous problems that (as with romance) could lead to a trivializing, self- 
defeating wittiness. It was easier to laugh things off. The late 1990s also 
produced criminal tales, like Igor’ Maslennikov’s What Did the Deceased 
Say? (Chto skazalpokoinik?), that admitted most of their “unbelievable plot 
twists” were better handed over to satire. According to this logic, the show’s 
producers cast several nationally renowned tragicomic actors of old, such as 
Oleg Tabakov and Oleg Basilashvili. Not only does this story pit one iso¬ 
lated lady, privy to a secret code, against an entire bevy of baddies out to 
kidnap her, but the “unbelievably complex” plot reverses any typical pri¬ 
macy of good over bad. It then lets crime chase its target further still, from 
country to country: Denmark, France, Greece, Brazil, and Poland. The 
story never goes anywhere. 

In The Dossier of Detective Dubrovskii (dir. Aleksandr Muratov, 1999), 
starring the popular Soviet actor Nikolai Karachentsov, this growing intri¬ 
cacy was expressed neatly in blurbs designed for the national press: 

The time has passed when our nation enthused over the adventures of 
incorruptible policemen and fearless KGB agents. Nowadays the hero 
of a detective story is more likely to be a private detective than just an 
honest policeman. Detective Roman Dubrovskii, who used to serve in 
the Moscow Criminal Investigator’s Office, finds himself dragged into 
an enormous political intrigue that touches upon the interests of Rus¬ 
sia’s most influential people. The Federal Security Services suspect 
Dubrovskii of committing a murder. He is pursued by an outraged gang 
of forgers; virtually alone Dubrovskii must oppose a powerful criminal 
organization that aims to reach the height of political power. He plays 
cat-and-mouse with these criminals, cracking safes and saving charming 
women as he does so. His life is full of chases, shoot-outs and terrifying 
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mystery. But he sees his case through to the end, afraid of no risk, 

keeping to his principles and maintaining a sense of humor. 

The implicit need for at least some moral constancy in a terrifyingly 
mysterious world was best embodied by the figure of Lekha Nikolaev, 
played by Mikhail Porechenkov in the series National Security Agent (Agent 
natsional’noi bezopasnosti, 1998-9). The directors (Vitalii Aksenov and 
Dmitrii Svetozarov), the production team of Russkoe video, and TNT were 
all keen to remind viewers that Nikolaev did not drive an Aston Martin, 
nor did he drink martinis (either shaken or stirred) - “but he’s still way 
cooler than his British colleague.” The affluent assuredness of James Bond 
was totally out of place in Russia’s shady social developments; instead the 
producers equated him with the fighting spirit of a bulldog, struggling 
against seemingly insurmountable odds. His bravery was dictated neither by 
rulebooks nor ideology, for “being an agent is not a job. It’s a matter of 
heart and soul.” His membership in the world here is felt, not spelled out in 
codices. 

The series enjoys great popularity even today, perhaps because the hero 
adopts so many roles and guises for each adventure that variety (or credu¬ 
lity) can be stretched liberally. Talks were held in the spring of 2005 about 
the possibility of a sixth series, but according to industry rumors Por¬ 
echenkov was unhappy with both his salary and the show’s production 
standards. 1 This, after all, was a role that had spawned “Russia’s cult actor 
and number one sex-symbol.” Even after he scaled these dizzy heights of 
public adoration, Porechenkov was not keen on jettisoning the bulldog ste¬ 
reotype, irrespective of actual wealth or renown. It was easily (if not iden¬ 
tically) transferred to his 2005 ORT drama, Officers, with its explosions, 
romantic intrigue, hackneyed talk of military “fidelity,” and lumbering 
soundtrack full of whining guitar solos. This no-nonsense approach to 
macho characterization often shone through in interviews, where, for 
example, he said a good shot of vodka was his preferred form of relaxation 
after a long day, rather than any swanky nightclub. 2 

Lekha Nikolaev was not the kind of hero to bother with matters of family 
life, however. Some characters of this period find domesticity difficult; 
others spurn it altogether, and here we see an important difference from 
many of today’s popular shows. Life outdoors circa 2000 is simply too time- 
consuming: “People like my hero never get married. They go through life 
alone.” 3 

Analogous loners appeared in other simultaneous series. Bourgeois' 
Birthday (Den' rozhdeniia Burzhuia [dir. Anatolii Mateshko, 2000]) used an 
orphan, strangely nicknamed in his youth, as the male hero of a rags-to- 
riches tale. Here the eponymous outsider, played by Valerii Nikolaev, makes 
his way “into” normalcy - but his hard-won stability is soon undermined; in 
the second NTV season of 2001 a spectacular fire claims the lives of his 
wife, son, and grandmother, thus clearing the floor for another ascent from 
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nothing whatsoever to something very impressive. He begins the search for 
his family’s killer, hiding the fact that he survived the lire. 

Confident manipulation of society seems only possible if that same 
society presumes your absence. Nobody can hurt you if they can’t see you. 
This is the premise that underlies subsequent broadcasts like Dmitrii Sve- 
tozarov’s Baron by Name (Po imeni Baron, 2002), following the career of an 
unwanted Jewish boy, born during evacuation in World War Two, who has 
even managed to forget his own name. Crime and a suitable moniker make 
him what normal society could not. 

One might argue that this theme is also part and parcel of series such as 
Brigada or Gangland Petersburg. They all follow a generational line, doc¬ 
umenting the social maturation of shunned Soviet youngsters raised amid 
the manners and morals of a totally different environment. The latter series, 
which forged the career of Dmitrii Pevtsov, involved at one point in 2000 a 
plot in which two university friends find very different fates in post-Soviet 
Russia. One becomes an investigator, the other a criminal after life-changing 
experiences in Afghanistan, yet even the more upstanding and institutiona¬ 
lized of the two is obliged to look “beyond the law” for social clarity and 
fairness, for the people who murdered his parents. Thus “both heroes have 
to experience a great deal: fidelity and betrayal, love and hatred, desperation 
and compassion - in other words the cruel struggle for survival.” 

This generational theme, roiled by social entanglements, would become 
very common in the near future, since even older, wiser figures could not 
cope with contemporaneity. The Detectives (Syshchiki ) starred Boris Shcher¬ 
bakov in 2001 as a wise social elder, who understands that “experience, 
quick wits, intuition and a sense of humor are a detective’s truest friends, 
even in the most unusual of situations.” A Soviet training, said directors 
Uskov and Krasnopol’skii, counted for little after 1991. 

Similar in its quiet, anxious design was the series Mr. Boss (Grazhdanin 
nachal’nik, dir. N. Dostal’) and the dramatized life of Senior Detective Paf- 
nut’ev, played by lurii Stepanov. Although a high-ranking official and thus 
hopefully privy to the philosophical certitude of Shcherbakov, Stepanov’s 
character must frequently employ “unusual methods” in order to deal with 
criminal processes. He is unable to speak with certainty of the very social 
networks he is protecting - or those to which he answers. He is far from his 
object of social desire. What was needed at this point was the kind of work 
that could produce a melange of all of these extreme tendencies or stylistic 
shifts. It should bridge (or deconstruct) past, outdated binaries, and, by 
paradoxically returning to that past, claim to document “life as it is.” 

Absorbing senselessness in order to clarify matters 

Another Nikolai Dostal’ drama, Stiletto Knife (Stilet , 2003), proclaimed 
itself a successful attempt to “interweave various plots from diverse genres 
in a single network: tragedy, melodrama, action, and thriller. Its heroes are 
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striking representatives of modern life in which, as we know, there’s room 
for success and envy, betrayal and murder - but there’s also love, friendship, 
decency and honor.” The simultaneous drama Fifth Angel (Piatyi angel, dir. 
Vladimir Fokin) likewise trumpeted a movement towards something multi¬ 
generic. It hoped to link drama and a detective series whilst leaning heavily 
on the comic talents of those such as Liia Akhedzhakova to “make sense of 
life in our country today.” Only a mess would make sense, be it ecological 
or chaotic and urban. Laying down simple rules for society did not appear 
feasible. The 2004 series Against the Flow (Protiv techeniia, dir. Anatolii 
Mateshko) also tried a similarly untidy line of inquiry, casting Mikhail 
Porechenkov in an unexpected, more romantically inclined role. 4 

This was a good idea. Since the start of the twenty-first century, Russian 
television has established an entirely new generation of these stars, known 
only to the small screen. Many of them are a complete mystery to large 
numbers of emigre audiences, living overseas and raised on the big-screen 
actors of Soviet cinema. People like Porechenkov can bring with them a 
large amount of generic baggage, even after a few years of fame. Sometimes 
this may be of detriment to an actor’s career (as typecasting), but it can - if 
inverted - also have a very positive effect too, in the slow movement 
towards the multigeneric TV series. 

Take, for example, Ernest Iasan’s The Mole (Krot), which began on Ros- 
siia in 2001 and follows a similar interest in multiple roles. One of its stars, 
Dmitrii Nagiev, was already extremely well known for his work as witty DJ 
and comic parodist (on the show Ostorozhno: modern!) and would soon 
become nationally notorious for the faux reality/talk show mentioned pre¬ 
viously, Okna (see p. 116). He brought artistic deceit to a tale of its social 
equivalent, and as a result viewers recognized their own environment (even 
in a story that offers some of the stagiest, unnatural dialog of any post- 
Soviet drama - the opening episode alone is a fine catalog of rhetorical and 
technical cliches, soon to become unfashionable). The show was summar¬ 
ized as follows for viewers: 

Those who work in the Special Services use the term “mole” to refer to 
somebody burrowing their way into the criminal world. In order to 
become that kind of agent, a mole must give up everything: his friends, 
home and even his family. His operations must avoid any kind of false 
move or hasty action. The criminal world has never shown pity for 
anyone - nor will it. Criminal Investigator Sergei Kuz’michev sets off to 
Moscow with the aim of infiltrating a criminal group. He pretends to be 
a kid from the countryside who has arrived in town to make some cash. 
Sergei thus manages to gain the trust of bandits - and starts collabor¬ 
ating with them. This mission can have fatal consequences. Sergei 
struggles against an enemy that is smart, sly and has a great deal of 
influence. The mole needs not only to get his job done; he has to save 
his own life, too. 
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As Putin’s second term began, another - more successful - attempt at gen¬ 
eric complexity came in the form of The Midday Demon (Demon poldnia). It 
is set with almost Chekhovian simplicity on a misty lakeside and with a 
minimal number of actors, headed by Nikolai Dobrynin, Sergei Cho- 
nishvili, and Anzhelika Nevolina, plus a star turn by singer Maksim Leo¬ 
nidov. The demon of the title refers to the difficulties of encroaching middle 
age at forty, to a muddle of new and contradictory worldviews encountered 
for the first time. Just as the characters in the series deal with the legal, 
emotional, and physical difficulties of aging, with a major crime, jealousy, 
and infidelity, so the house in which these events unfold was once a 
meteorological station that monitored nature’s changes with confidence - 
but is now obsolete. In the words of director Aleksei Kozlov, the building is 
“both a symbol and barometer, measuring the onset of inclement weather.” 5 
One of the most successful dramas of crime in recent Russian television 
thus, ironically, removes almost all the guns, explosions, bullets, and 
Moscow gloss. It sticks a tiny group of people in the middle of foggy noth¬ 
ingness and hands crime over to the small, unpredictable tensions caused by 
the success or failure of love. 

A comparable structure was evident in REN-TV’s Hallucination ( Navazh- 
denie , dir. Anna Legchilova) of 2004, in which a girl - played in her adult 
life by Tat’iana Arntgol’ts - witnesses a murder. She is obliged to flee her 
home and abandon her parents. On returning in future times to these places 
and people, an intriguing family drama is folded neatly and consequentially 
into the criminal plot. The minor issues of small-scale interaction, shown as 
erratically, realistically complex, underwrite the major ones. This serious 
process mirrors the role of self-deprecation in ironic TV; Arntgol’ts also 
starred in a 2004 parody of criminal movies with Pavel Maikov, New Year's 
Day Is Cancelled, a knockabout physical farce based on the bungled bur¬ 
glary of a supermarket. Genres were overlapping with increasing speed. 

The 2004 series Count Krestovskii (Graf Krestovskii) played a similar, 
albeit slightly less amusing game, using motifs from Dumas’ The Count of 
Monte Cristo. In this case, Aleksandr Baluev’s character (El’brus Tamaev) is 
raised by his father and blessed with a happy Soviet schooling, during which 
he finds both companionship and affection. Urban post-socialist culture, 
however, brings other, destabilizing experiences: “The betrayal of friends, 
the loss of a loved one, and the loss of freedom.” Affection and liberty try 
to reinstate themselves in “a tale about self-worth and revenge, about moral 
choices that everybody faces - sooner or later. This is a story of love, free¬ 
dom and universal forgiveness.” The private is public; it is consciously and 
emotionally so away from the metropolis. 

It takes us a while to realize as much, however, since the expensive ser¬ 
vices of Baluev are not offered on screen until the fifth episode. From this 
point on we see an individual struggle with social temptations that began 
just before perestroika, “under Chernenko. These were drugs, foreign culture, 
one-armed bandits, and mini-bikinis.” Calling himself a man “of a previous 
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epoch,” Baluev is taught the skills to survive in today’s world by his fellow 
prisoner (orchestrated to the strangest of jazz interludes). When, in times to 
come, he reestablishes himself in urban society, he invests substantial sums 
in children’s homes and returns to Russia icons that had been wrongly (i.e. 
profitably) “exported.” 

Interviews with the stars and crew of the series revealed that a work of 
classic literature had embodied some classic, overarching values to make 
this kind of generic mixing possible. 6 Something affective underwrote a 
classic work of the French language, once upon a time endorsed by Soviet 
schoolrooms, and that influence in turn blessed a story of loss or entrap¬ 
ment among a few isolated, modern characters with maximum relevance. 
The director, Ramiz Fataliev, maintained that these values were not to be 
used for any moralizing, but simply in the hope of evoking a sense of col¬ 
lective empathy: “If a viewer’s heart responds to our romantic, slightly naive 
story, then our work is done.” 7 

Baluev, however, was not completely in agreement with Fataliev. The 
actor remarked that even now he misses the structural simplicity of, say, 
German children’s detective shows like Commissar Rex, where “everything’s 
the way it should be ... First there’s a murder, then somebody leaves some 
traces behind, and [finally] people turn up. They ponder things and figure it 
all out.” 8 Simplicity was fondly remembered, especially when it came to 
notions of justice. 

Indeed, there is still airtime for generically straightforward series on 
today’s television, such as the well-armed criminal drama The Warrior 
(Boets) or Vadim Shmelev’s A Game of Survival (Igra na vybyvanie, both 
2004-5); the latter, once again, stars Pavel Maikov. Both contain amorous 
elements, in these cases women who need saving. Of the two shows, A Game 
of Survival has the more interesting structure, designed to heighten the ten¬ 
sion of that gender-specific salvation. The residents of a luxurious Moscow 
apartment building all receive anonymous threats, with $5,000 demanded 
from each flat. Each day the sum is not met one resident of one apartment 
will be killed - and the total ransom (of $1 million) will increase by 
$100,000. Maikov was attracted to the project not only because of its 
potential as a vehicle for a positive hero, but also because the significance of 
dramatic tension was zealously guarded by the producers. Not even the 
actors knew the final denouement as they filmed each episode. 9 Veracity and 
verisimilitude needed to be unstructured, even if people like Baluev wanted 
to see the simplicity of children’s television in real life. 

The four big stars of Brigada (Maikov, Bezrukov, Vdovichenkov, and 
Diuzhev) have all moved towards more positive roles since their rise to 
fame. This shift towards an ethical stance that may be employed by policy 
and yet escape it is increasingly important today. The criminal known as 
“The Gambler” who hunts down the apartment’s victims in A Game of 
Survival uses Shakespeare, Dovlatov, and Bulgakov as texts with which to 
encode secret messages. Fie steals the social significance of art to aid his 
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skewered notions of “propriety” and pays an extremely high price for doing 
so. Once more television draws upon classic literature, in this case upon the 
cost of spoiling its social use and/or relevance. 

Also in 2005, the series Firefighters (Ognebortsy, dir. Isaak Fridberg) 
struck an excellent balance between the adventure film and other, willfully 
complex (i.e. “truer”) subplots. It blended adventure and other elements in 
the tale of a homeless man saved from an inferno at the expense of a fire¬ 
man's life. Inspired to adopt the career of his deceased savior, this tramp 
(Denis Ragozin) works hard to earn both the respect and forgiveness of his 
adopted workmates. Ragozin, in addition, has already lost his wife to a 
wealthier man from Central Asia. 

He learns how to make himself anew not only through guilt over the 
fireman’s demise, but also because a retired and invalid colleague (Dmitrii 
Kharat’ian) instills in him the sense of civic duty he once felt when 
defending Moscow’s White House. Kharat’ian’s character is the grandson of 
a high-ranking firefighter and therefore heir to what he neatly calls the 
“Hero of His Own Union” ( Geroi sobstvennogo soiuza). He even wears his 
father’s suits, because a modern firefighter cannot afford normal clothes. 

These social bonds need to be fixed, especially when some of the other 
characters show how badly they can be spoiled. Classic Soviet actor Lev 
Durov plays an ex-fireman who has become a mafia player, a man who once 
saved lives but now aspires to the role of a criminal authority. Ragozin 
struggles against similar lapses in his own life. Eventually he gets to know 
the widow and daughter of his savior. When he manages to find sufficient 
money to refurbish their emotionally empty home, the daughter wonders if 
he is “a millionaire, just like the Count of Monte Cristo,” a literary refer¬ 
ence made not only in Baluev’s series, but in The Spiral Staircase, too. 
Eventually the world is put back in its place by a storybook model and 
Ragozin becomes something similar, but better. He becomes a model 
member of a model team, a social unit so much in harmony with the world 
that when it loses a fire truck in a forest fire, Ragozin and the firefighters 
feel as much pity for the scorched trees as they do for their ruined equip¬ 
ment. Nature mirrors the most successful and least structured of all desir¬ 
able social linkages. 

Harmony and decency are a rare (and therefore often-validated) group¬ 
ing. One’s vocation and a private life still remain very hard to combine, to 
the point where we encounter the tellingly titled Men Don't Cry (Muzhchiny 
ne plachut, dir. Sergei Bobrov), based on the detective work of a very mild- 
mannered investigator, Sergei Ivanov. When the first few episodes debuted 
on Rossiia in 2005, the press remarked that the main barrier in combining 
life, “law, and order” nowadays is honesty. Dishonest people find it easier to 
get things done; decency is a quality more likely to complicate than resolve 
matters in today’s culture. 10 This problem has become so widespread that a 
show such as Iurii Kuz’menko’s The Truckers (Dal’noboishchiki, from 2001) 
has taken its freight-hauling, decent heroes all across the lush, unmapped 
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Russian landscape on their deliveries, but, no matter where they go, all 
manner of unsought adventures caused by greed and pettiness are always 
close by. 

Well-muscled rectitude and mother nature: The Sarmatian ( Sarmat , 
2004) and Taiga: Survival Course (dir. Aleksandr Aravin, 2002) 

Honest decency is empathetic towards complexity (i.e. accepting of others). 
The real litmus test for this worldview would, with time, be expressed gen- 
erically, as different subplots or narrative styles experienced by small 
ensembles. It would also be subjected to unpredictable, dangerous society 
per se. The two most radical examples thereof are in this subsection; they 
use the violent disorientation caused by war and mechanical disaster to 
remake decent actuality in the middle of boundless, inhospitable wild¬ 
ernesses. The values of lone, broad-shouldered heroes are remade in the 
middle of nowhere by redefining their selfhood as part of (or wholly in the 
networks of) profoundly social, “un-lonely” nature, where - ironically - 
nobody lives. 

Putin's first term in office created a welcoming environment for noisy 
action series that demanded scant mental effort from the viewers. On the 
heels of presidential posturing vis-a-vis Chechnya, dramas appeared in the 
style of 2003’s The Nation Expects (Rodina zhdet, dir. Oleg Pogodin) that 
revolved around the new threats of terrorism and the old treasure of oil 
reserves. Advertising materials showed the cast, headed by Valerii Nikolaev, 
Iurii Solomin, Dmitrii Diuzhev, and Mariia Kivva, standing legs apart, all 
in camouflage and very heavily armed. This masculine spirit, arms akimbo, 
would continue to find an audience, as with The Sarmatian (Sarmat ) in 
2004, again tied tightly to newspaper headlines: 

Special Forces commander Sarmatov has been on missions in almost all 
the world’s danger zones. He’s the hero of several wars where Soviet 
forces took part in “limited operations.” And now Sarmatov, the “Sar¬ 
matian,” has an especially important mission: to steal American super¬ 
agent Matlaw from a neighboring eastern nation. Matlaw is always 
surrounded by professional security, but Sarmatov’s division is made 
entirely of experienced veterans. The mission is successful, albeit at a 
high price. All of Sarmatov’s troops perish and he, heavily wounded, 
falls together with the kidnapped Matlaw into the hands of opposition 
forces. Sarmatov is considered dead. 

One of the men lost in this mission of 1989 floats off down a mountain river 
and Sarmatov notes that he looks like a crucified figure. The Christological 
theme of military demise that underwrote Soviet classics like Chapaev or 
How the Steel Was Tempered continues here, relative to the characters’ iso¬ 
lation from bureaucratic society or a hierarchical HQ. 
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Figure 8.1 The Sarmatian. 


Sarmatov’s men do not understand why their own nation does not rescue 
them; in the same vein the hero divorces himself from ideology in order to 
aspire to something grander. “1 don’t serve the Communists,” he says. “1 
serve my motherland. Russia has a past and a future.” Something, therefore, 
is being impeded by bluster; something closer to a truer patriotism. The 
spoiling of Russian social development in the 1990s under Yeltsin is forecast 
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for Sarmatov by a tribe of people who live in the mountains and worship 
fire; the political future is told from an isolated valley, by a man who lives 
alone among nature: 

After the Great Northern Land falls apart, there will be much blood 
and many tears. The lust for gold will spoil its leaders. Even greedier 
people will then come to power, sharing among themselves that which 
belongs to everybody. There will be little hope for the children and 
elderly people will be dishonored, too ... You [Sarmatov] may serve 
Duty, but Love will be your salvation. 

That may sound a tad hackneyed, but it attracted Lev Durov, if for no 
other reason than television now offers better employment than cinema. 
Some of Durov’s fans were unimpressed: 

I check all the TV stations in the evening and start feeling like crap. It’s like 
we’re all living in prison camps. I’m so sick of these Cops on Broken 
Streetlights, Agents of National BMWs and the other stuff that just copies 
them! Blood, shootouts and punch-ups... You get the feeling that Russia’s 
completely made up of cops or criminals ... They’re identical, too. How 
much more can we take? I’ve almost stopped watching TV altogether! And 
what about the quality of these serials, eh? They all look so worn out. 11 

One of the problems here was time constraints, the degree to which money 
or minutes sufficed in any broadcast to exercise a sense of novelty without 
jeopardizing potential profit margins. Serials may be long, went the argu¬ 
ment, but to what degree can they capture the “documentary” drama of life 
itself? One viewer of The Sarmatian made the rather scathing comment that 
even in some extraordinarily long series such as Moscow Saga, life-changing 
events such as an abortion could be forgotten in five minutes, because the 
plot must always run off to other characters or other plot twists - all of 
which are punctuated by advertisements, too. The same viewer said it would 
be better to take a similar episode from Sholokhov’s Quiet Flows the Don 
“and that’s something you’d remember for the rest of your life.” 12 Television 
drama, so keen to match literature’s cultural prestige, had trouble avoiding 
cliche when it came to tales of law and order. 

All the same, Sarmat tried hard to invoke spaces and time spans beyond 
its ostensible limits. Using direct references to both World War Two Soviet 
spy drama and the troubled hero of Crime and Punishment, this show also 
includes several clear examples of a bigger, better ecological life. We hear 
the reminiscences of Russian POWs who see an encroaching hailstorm while 
in enemy confinement. They suddenly get undressed and perform some 
“incredible dance of unity with one another” under the thunder and hail. The 
enemy guards, suddenly inspired, do the same; together they all - allies and 
enemies - reach a stage of “collective catharsis.” 
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Sarmatov himself, with his vision magically restored by love for his wife 
and family, makes the equally unpredictable decision to join those he loves, 
to leave political or military service. This is contextualized by hints of a 
miraculous Easter resurrection: 

That’s just the nature of Russian people ... and nature is nature. For 
the same reason you can’t ask yourself why the grass is green or snow 
white. It’s just the way that the world is; the best thing we can do is try 
to improve that world - just a little. 

Dramas became increasingly keen on leaving their adventurous protago¬ 
nists in the middle of nowhere in the hope of a similar epiphany, where - as 
we hear from Sarmat amid the bombs and bullets - “Russians can dissolve 
in nature; they can become an inseparable part of it.” Nonetheless, cash 
tried very hard to oust the importance of anything natural. The drama Taiga 
of 2002 used the premise of a Russian criminal who has stolen cash from 
the Chinese mafia; a small aircraft carrying the key protagonists is subse¬ 
quently forced to land amid Siberian forests, thus producing the elemen¬ 
tary plotline of a fight for survival amid human greed and nature’s 
indifference. 

The twelve episodes are set almost entirely in the wilderness, where the 
victims make their lives anew, both simpler and better: “We can live more 
simply and accept things are as they are on Earth.” Several references are 
made by these people to their adventures as soap-like and to the TV series 
they are missing at home. One of these missed dramas is fifty episodes in 
length, “but the main thing is it’ll all be about love.” A younger heroine 
dismisses all such broadcasts as “cheap old Soviet stuff” (sovok), but the 
TV watcher stands her ground; these and other shows are “about our 
life ... when things were happy and interesting.” Continuing her argument 
she asks: “What didn’t you like about communism? Don’t you think we lived 
well?” 

Fighting each other, wolves, and bears, these initially antagonistic char¬ 
acters slowly grow closer - and eventually escape en masse along the 
river, under a makeshift Russian tricolor. Patriotism is made in the back- 
woods, a space now lost to urban sprawl; the laws and order of a decent, 
empathetic nationhood are also made in the fondly remembered networks 
of childhood, an existence lost to adulthood (a state shaped by urban 
sprawl). 

The rules of childhood, forgotten over time: The Maker of More 
Misery (Umnozhaiushchii pechaT, 2005) 

Oleg Fesenko’s financial drama of 2005 uses money in the same way that 
Sarmat uses martial politics. The Maker of More Misery begins with an 
honest, open friendship between three boys, a linkage that social pressures will 
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Figure 8.2 The Maker of More Misery. 


subsequently ruin. Money, careers, and crime will slowly come between these 
men and the one woman they all love; in this respect the series has an 
almost identical structure to 2004’s The Three Colors of Love (Tri tsveta liubvi, 
dir. Dmitrii Svetozarov). One of the boys in The Maker becomes a business 
magnate, another a police officer, and the third an Olympic athlete. Tensions 
over the years reach the point where one-time friends cause each other’s 
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imprisonment and even plan each other’s murder - a long way from the 
boyhood nicknames they once had for one another: Faithful Steed, Sly 
Dog, and Wily Cat. Viewers said that these childhood subplots “went 
somehow deeper than your typical shows about friendship and killers.” They 
were more “real.” 

One of the three actors, Anatolii Belyi, who plays the series' financial 
magnate, drew another parallel between real life and the greater “profund¬ 
ity” of this show by referencing in interviews his own poverty prior to the 
drama’s success: he had once sold vacuum cleaners door to door. 13 Though 
many analogies were made between the figure of Mikhail Khodorkovskii 
and Belyi’s character (Serebrovskii), the actor held that he was depicting 
real and universal stages of psychological development, rather than making 
a specific political point or limiting his portrayal to caricature. 14 This refu¬ 
sal to endorse simplicity was summarized more successfully by one of the 
female leads, Dasha Moroz: “It’s a melodrama and a detective story, half 
and half ... with action, too.” 15 

And so this drama employs several genres to show a multitude of ever- 
changing states. In response to this modern mess, however, it does even¬ 
tually offer something of a simple (though elusive) solution, that of camar¬ 
aderie and emotional parity which might be regained. Herein lies the great 
importance of this show. It draws upon the established significance of 
childhood and family as an ideal, yet in between the lost idyll and its almost 
impossible return, we see some of the closest parallels to modern actuality 
in any TV drama: the obvious references to Khodorkovskii, despite Belyi’s 
claims. These extend even to the point of physical and sartorial likeness, to 
the same silver hair and the same spectacles. 

This show, therefore, makes a very Putinesque point in its redoing of 
financial, perhaps illegal, chaos, yet it proffers a solution that lies beyond 
political control: childhood memories. It promises not the arrival of some¬ 
thing as yet unknown, but the possible return of that which was possessed 
long ago. Once again, therefore, dogma may employ these metaphors of 
affective cohesion, but their realization lies beyond pragmatism. They reach 
the unmanageable scale that we see, for example, in KGB v smokinge, where 
Comrade Mal’tseva is told by a Catholic priest that “divine assistance” can 
be better understood as “us, as people, goodness, and children.” She main¬ 
tains that fear alone moves the world, but the priest counters her cynicism: 
“No, love does. You already know so.” 

This materialization reminds us of Gor’kii’s Mat’, where a revolutionary, 
fluid, and familial ardor can lessen the conceit of selfhood so radically that 
it challenges the boundaries of materialism: ‘“She is speaking God’s words!’ 
a man shouted hoarsely and excitedly. ‘God’s words, good people! Listen to 
her!”’ In a book where “the House of God is the whole earth,” we start to 
see once again the common ground with Cement, even, which overtly refer¬ 
ences the link between Spinoza and socialism. It makes the one materialist 
narrative of socialism multiple - and begs the individual to be stubbornly 
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cheerful. Since these are skills and scenarios valid under any form of 
oppression, the incipient literature of socialism is teaching its readers how 
to go beyond its tenets and, paradoxically, survive its own messy heritage 
thirty-live years later. 

In the related early stories of the USSR, a body enters (i.e. is constituted by) 
everything and therefore the destruction of any one body in armed or unfair 
conflict - hopefully - would alter nothing. This supra- or anti-humanist jeopardy 
in Gor’kii’s novel was called the challenge of a “genuine artist, one who 
creates a new world together with nature and society, opening the hidden poten¬ 
tials of the real world/’ 16 This intersection of nature and society is done 
affectively. Emotions, as nature’s kindred spirit, are forever and always en 
route elsewhere. Their goalless passage is an embodiment of latency, an 
ever-present anticipation and awareness of yet another, unexpected connec¬ 
tion or “genre” of an(other) affect or machinic thrust. The edges of a departing 
past (childhood, for example) or already-minorized events and phenomena 
thus come back to rejoin the center when remembered, pitied, or promoted. 
Hence, perhaps, Gor’kii’s desire to “turn [even] the backwaters of Siberia into 
the flourishing corners of culture.” 17 Invisible powers would alter ostensible 
geography by copying it, yet this would remain a rarely enacted ideal. 

The Maker of More Misery begins a long way from the invisible. It starts 
in the world of Mal’tseva’s fear, where oligarch Serebrovskii is willing to pay 
his old friend $120,000 per annum to handle his security, which - apparently - 
will be “much cooler” than anything the president has. Likewise, in the same 
wealthy spirit, the series is peppered with product placements, in particular for 
well-known brands of beer, vodka, and for Mastercard. (The irony of pan¬ 
dering to business in order to lambaste cupidity was seemingly lost on the series’ 
producers.) We are told that Serebrovskii’s mother had raised him to be a 
member of the intelligentsia, but today, when money decides everything, he 
thinks he will succeed only if others “fear and hate” him. This ungrateful son 
then dismisses the cultural importance of lengthy kitchen conversations under 
the Soviets as nothing more than the guarantor of “schizophrenia and piles.” 

We later learn that his father had been the chief engineer for the famous 
Soviet explorer and pilot Chkalov, but was arrested as a result of Stalinist 
paranoia. The son is now taking his revenge on a past society that ruined his 
own familial equivalent. One of Serebrovskii’s victims later guesses as much, 
and asks him if his modern cruelty is perhaps the result of poor relations with 
a father. These Freudian conclusions are extended to relations between the three 
friends, too. The one woman who has connected them since schooldays 
through her friendship, love, and/or marriage says these men are actually 
identical. God, she assumes, had made one perfect man, but then split him 
into three personalities; each third was afforded its individual destiny. 

When this fractured unity is put under greater stress after financial markets 
collapse beneath Serebrovskii, he considers killing the friend (Ordyntsev) who 
had become a policeman. Ordyntsev turned the tables on his wealthy acquain¬ 
tance when he saw that fiscal values were ruining a shared past. As Ordyntsev 
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indeed says to the third friend: “I’m afraid he’s going to shoot me in order 
to forget about our past ... but it’s terrifying to live without a history.” 
The adult, forward-looking world cannot totally extricate itself from a pre¬ 
verbal, pre-adult past without considerable violence. 

This bewilderment could only be greater if there were absolutely no dis¬ 
tinction between adult life and adult fictions, as we saw in The New Don Quixote 
of Rostov-Papa much earlier (see pp. 8-13) - and this is indeed what hap¬ 
pens when the 2005 series Circumstantial Evidence (Kosvennye uliki, dir. Via- 
cheslav Krishtofovich) offers us a writer of detective stories, Igor’ Feonov, 
whose own life becomes the object of police investigation. A crime is com¬ 
mitted according to the plot of his latest - unpublished - story, a trick also 
used in The Spiral Staircase. It becomes totally unclear whether life is being 
penned by an absent “divine” author or merely repeating the banal plots of 
an amateur novelist. If life has any statutes, their origin is indistinct. 

Perhaps thanks to the rare gifts of Sergei Makovetskii in the main role, 
Circumstantial Evidence produces - at the very least - “a detective story 
against the backdrop of family drama” that investigates some fundamental 
questions of collective existence, of private and literary histories: “What 
kind of man does a woman need? What kind of man does a young woman 
need - and what kind of man does an elderly woman need?” These snow¬ 
balling, self-complicating meta-tales reminded some people of the 1970s’ 
quietly complex, metaphorical cartoons by Iurii Norshtein held in such 
regard by cinema juries and academia today. And yet, if actuality is as 
messy as these mixed tales would have us believe, other viewers want to 
escape reality; they yearn for the simple stuff: 

This isn’t a serial, it’s a nightmare. I’ve watched three episodes already: 
THREE. And not a single person has been killed. What the hell’s going 
on? It’s a Russian TV series, a detective series to boot, and in three 
episodes they haven’t killed anybody. How people can watch it, I’ve no 
idea. I still have hope, some small and fleeting hope, that they’ll beat 
somebody up or bump them off. 18 


Some concluding rules for embracing a big-screen ecology 

Above all, we should acknowledge that the collapse of the Soviet Union 
was the major geopolitical disaster of the century. 

(Putin, 2005) 

In essence, all of the TV series which ponder (and then proffer) some social 
law and order do so by advocating a risk. Instead of suggesting the vio¬ 
lent elimination of otherness, they promote a risky, almost impossible entry 
into organic, decentered selfhood. In the series Nebo i zemlia, discussed 
above (see pp. 130-2), which also involves long-term considerations of how to 
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“bump somebody off,” a soon-to-be-murderous air hostess played by 
Mariia Golubkina shoulders a major grudge against her airline employers. 
In one particularly tense moment she draws a parallel between excessive 
work or effort and the philosophy of Soviet literary hero Meres’ev, himself 
from the 1946 Tale of a Real Man (Povest’ o nastoiashchem cheloveke). 

Although made with slight bitterness, Golubkina’s parallel begs brief con¬ 
sideration; it shows the role of affective membership in a bigger and better 
family than politics can offer, especially if one is trying to avoid penning a tragic 
or illegal autobiography. Once more tales of World War Two find great 
application in today’s peacetime. They show how the risky rules of a dispersed 
selfhood can so often be confused with (or halted by) the laws of armed conflict. 

Povest' o nastoiashchem cheloveke was so important, it would be repub¬ 
lished in 180 editions and 49 languages; a total run of almost 10 million 
copies. It was penned over nineteen days at the end of the war, after author 
Polevoi had met the real-life counterpart of his hero, Meres’ev, who had 
been shot down in his plane in April 1942, shattering both his legs. He had 
dragged his body for sixteen days and nights through enemy territory to a 
reach a partisan unit. He was then flown to Moscow, where both legs were 
amputated. This is the incredible, perilous effort in the name of some shared 
ideal that Golubkina evokes with the bitter knowledge that it is absent. 

Meres’ev must believe in his future with greater vigor than the massed, 
militarized, or logical world of others. In the following depiction of a dog¬ 
fight the antagonism of two worldviews is as tense as humanly possible; the 
price to pay for failure is death. Meres’ev triumphs - not in the name of the 
bellicose state, but in the name of the woman he loves: 

He prepared for instant death. Suddenly, when it seemed to him that he 
was within arm’s length of the German machine, the German pilot lost 
his nerve and leapt upward; the blue sunlit underside of the German 
machine flashed like lightning in front of him. In that instant Aleksei 
pressed all his triggers, stitched the German with three fiery threads and 
forthwith looped the loop; and as the ground swung over his head he 
saw an airplane fluttering helplessly against its background. 

Ol'ga! he yelled in frenzied triumph, and forgetting everything he 
spiraled down in narrow circles, accompanying the German machine on 
its last journey, right down to the red, weed-covered ground, until it 
struck the earth and sent up a column of black smoke. Only then did 
his nervous tension and tightened muscles relax, leaving him with a 
sense of intense weariness. He glanced at the fuel gauge. The pointer 
was trembling almost at zero. 

This is the jeopardy of a social realism in a well-armed social sphere, the 
documentary aesthetic pushed to its own, unnatural limits such that it 
reveals its opposite; the repetitiously private sentiments of a lover increase 
such that he dissolves in frantic attempts to accept the entire world, all its 
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details and members. He will do anything for his girlfriend as a man with “a 
keen mind, a good memory and a big heart.” Policy hijacks this enthusiasm - 
and does very little with it. 

The role of recollection here remains important, given series like Niiole 
Adomenaite’s The Hunt for Cinderella (from 1999), in which the loss of 
memory makes criminal activity a great deal easier; the series’ heroine is 
manipulated in order to assassinate others. Conversely, in The Diary of a 
Murderer (dir. Kirill Serebrennikov, 2002) the work of a young librarian 
helps to find possible links in local archives between a series of modern 
crimes and equal violence in the same region many decades earlier. In 1919 
a young man had lost consciousness prior to his execution, when he was 
offered a last minute plea bargain: to shoot the other prisoners or die 
with them. When he awoke among their bodies, he assumed that he had 
indeed shot them. His amnesia becomes a loss of sanity and social attach¬ 
ment. 

Meres'ev embodies a hazardous defense against this loss. After all of 
Polevoi’s equally dangerous adventures, supposedly enacted in the name of 
Soviet law and order, he can “add a happy [molecular] ending to the story. 
After the war he married the girl he loved and they now had a son, Viktor. 
Meres’ev’s old mother came from Kamyshin and is now living with them, 
rejoicing in the happiness of her children and nursing little Meres’ev.” The 
1948 film version by Aleksander Stolper amplifies these issues of choral 
affect and embodies more of the lost categories or laws that often make TV 
dramas of this section so sad; it also underlines how the themes of (emo¬ 
tional) presence and fast, fleeting (physical) absence can be intermingled so 
successfully in very “Russian” tales of wartime pilots even now, like Alek¬ 
sandr Rogozhkin’s Transit (Peregon , 2006). 

One of the earliest scenes after Meres’ev’s plane crash is shot from above, 
showing a bent propeller and two indistinguishable forms on the snow: a 
pilot - and a bear. When he is eventually in hospital after this ordeal, the 
hero is cast in chiaroscuro, long shadows, and the emptiness or silence of 
the wards; together these emphasize the need for at least two people to 
battle the soul-destroying isolation. The hospital scenes lack music or even 
non-diegetic noise from the neighboring wards and corridors. In fact the 
film as a whole is remarkably quiet - nurses react in great silent sympathy 
with patients facing amputation, for example. Empathy outdoes talk or 
professional rhetoric concerning wartime civic duty in the face of private 
suffering. 

The first break in this serenity and the first key unit of any future, complex 
choral principle comes when the pilot’s physiotherapy (involving a prosthetic 
limb) takes the romantic - if not desperate - form of dance lessons across 
an empty, institutional dance floor. In fact as Meres’ev gets better and needs 
to reprove his worthiness as a Soviet pilot, he does so by dancing, by 
showing the bold, risky, and bodily expression he learned from correlations 
of love, attention, and affection. 
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These melodramatic extremes of martial conflict, however, need - as 
ever - a calmer, unarmed counterpart. Another simultaneous hit film helps 
us to see some symmetry with the ineffable role of family or love. Together 
they embody the aesthetic drawn upon by Putinesque storytelling. In the 
second drama, The Village Schoolteacher (Sel'skaia uchitel'nitsa , dir. M. 
Donskoi), also known by its subtitle as The Cultivation of Feeling, a young 
girl (Varia) prior to World War One in a St. Petersburg academy both sings 
of “how it seems I’m in love” and realizes she is the only graduating student 
with a desire to go and work deep in the countryside. When she arrives, her 
dreams are immediately spoiled by scenes of domestic abuse and the crudity 
of an alcoholic singing a darker, yet related song of prisoners, deceased 
parents, and family duty beyond the far eastern shores of Lake Baikal (Po 
dikim stepiam Zabaikal’ia). Trying to put things right, Varia says that she 
will teach the kids “how day becomes night, why the wind blows and whi¬ 
ther rivers flow.” She conducts ecology classes outdoors in order to explain 
bird flight, harvests, and rainbows, as a result of which the drunk’s son is 
inspired to sit the acceptance exams at a major school - but he runs up 
against pre-Revolutionary snobbism. The teacher, too, had lost her fiance to 
the equally cruel Czarist police a little earlier; she sympathizes with him. 

The Revolution comes - an event heard about in song before news 
reports or journalistic rhetoric - and the teacher defends her school against 
local violence. Her perilous role as multiple, massed mother to the “blind 
kittens” she has raised and educated has produced a “love that cannot be 
killed.” These same students then serve to defend the larger, metaphorical 
motherland against the background of the famous propaganda poster, “The 
Motherland Is Calling You” (Rodina-Mat’ Zovet). In the closing moments 
her love for the students becomes their love, both for her and among them¬ 
selves. Varia vanishes into an adoring crowd or emotional ocean of her own 
making. She has done as much as possible; her risk (first within and then 
beyond dogma) paid off - and in these crowded frames she becomes as 
small as possible. 

The hazardous self-affirmation (away from atomistic selfhood) shown by 
Varia and Meres’ev underscores today's TV narratives, both dramatically 
and politically. Their visual drama is affective, whereas politics puts more 
faith in the lexicon. A long-lived hope for their amalgamation leads today’s 
academics to write to Putin, making sure that Gor’kii is well represented 
with public memorials, albeit as “a living man, not as a mummy.” 19 Several 
Russian psychologists in 2005 even hazarded the generalization that Putin 
and Gor’kii are men of the same “social type,” wavering between the need 
to control events and a greater, more ethically laudable alternative that 
would paradoxically mean sacrificing control in a moment of risk. 20 Gor- 
kii’s biography and the aesthetic he spawned show this tragic disparity 
between an excessively, hazardously striking narrative and managed, real- 
world pragmatics; the most popular criminal series of all give cause for a 
little optimism by balancing law, order, and hazard. 



9 Criminal series 

Soviet traditions come home 


“You can’t defeat the world all on your own. Have the courage to admit 
and accept that.” 

(One detective to another in Philip’s Bay [Bukhta Filippa], dir. A. Tsa- 

badze, 2005) 


The bad guys: Zona (Prison Colony , dir. Petr Shtein, 2006) 

As the book reaches its final chapter, the synonymy of length and persua¬ 
siveness on TV needs once more to be addressed after Aeroport. How long 
can TV series continue in their considerations of ostensible reality and be 
convincingly real? Is there a maximum limit? One joke concerning the 
detective series Ramenskaia, examined in this chapter, certainly suggested as 
much; the actor Sergei Garmash, having learned that Ramenskaia would 
“enjoy” a fifth series, begged to be shot dead in the fourth. Elena Iakovleva, 
who plays the eponymous heroine, was scared of being left with minor 
actors if Garmash left, and so she threw herself in front of the bullet. 1 

Without doubt the best example on Russian television of a domestically pro¬ 
duced serial that attempts to avoid this semi-serious problem is 2006’s Prison 
Colony (Zona), which, although initially limited to a run of fifty episodes, neither 
numbers nor names those episodes on screen. What results is the chron- 
otope of an atypically small space (a single prison) and considerably more time, 
all in the attempt to capture a better, less edited view of hazardous actuality. 

The following quotation is used for promoting the series: “The colony is 
not a territory, but a test. A man can either withstand this test, or be broken 
by it. His ability to withstand it depends on his sense of self-worth and an 
ability to distinguish between importance and transience.” The stories used to 
bring Andrei Tarkovskii’s phrase here to life (from his 1979 film Stalker ) 
were taken from life, from the memories of real prisoners. The series includes a 
reasonable amount of actual prison slang, too, although the entire drama 
was filmed in an abandoned factory not far from Moscow, lined with con¬ 
vincing furniture and fittings, some donated by prisoners themselves. Other 
details and habits also help to define daily life “inside”: the prisoners, as per 
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internal lore, never play cards at the table, for example. They are not 
allowed by the authorities to have money or knives, either - and so they cut 
their bread with taut threads. These and other oddities are all documented. 

Zona begins with the suspicious suicide of a prison officer, an occurrence 
that takes on increasingly criminal overtones with each and every install¬ 
ment. As is already evident, the lines between law and order are fuzzy; this 
is without doubt the one series in this book that would trouble the Russian 
state more than any other, for the authorities are shown as malicious, 
scheming, and frequently lacking the honor of thieves. The role of one of 
the main officers was even played by a real-life ex-convict. Law and order sit 
side by side, because - in the words of director Petr Shtein - “Prison is a 
parallel world that nobody wants to acknowledge, but it does exist; the line 
between our world and that of the prison is so fine, anyone could transgress 
it in a split second.” 2 

The screenwriters gathered Zona 's storylines in prisons, labor camps, and 
transfer stations all around Russia. Travel issues aside, another major com¬ 
plication presented itself, for the writers had to sneak their texts past the 
internal censorship of the prison system. 3 Their success in preserving these 
anecdotes intact led the show’s producers to declare Zona the first TV series 
in Russia based on documentary evidence, or at least so close to actuality 
that the line between drama and “some kind of reality show” was invisible. 4 
This was unexpected for a Russian audience, the startling “combination of 
both police and prisoners’ stories” in one small and very social sphere. 5 

Equally odd was the appearance of Shtein himself on set, producing a 
contemporary prison drama after his famous involvement with Poor Nastia. 
He jumped from costume drama to cellblock intrigue, consciously bypass¬ 
ing the phenomenon of action series altogether. Shtein discerned themes of 
self-determination and social constraint that could link a well-moneyed past 
to an impoverished, incarcerated present - yet to some viewers they seemed 
strange enough to be humorous. Several cruel individuals drew parallels 
with the American Police Academy franchise. 6 In some interviews, perhaps 
as a result, Shtein almost seemed to denounce the former romantic project, 
claiming that the American sponsors had “loathed him for struggling 
against the idiocy of their foreign subject-matter.” 7 

There was little to laugh about in the work schedule for Zona: filming ran 
only slightly ahead of broadcast dates. Ideally, once again in avoidance of 
openly admitted financial issues, the studio claimed that this double pro¬ 
gression allowed them to alter both the series’ “accents” and its actors 
according to audience reaction. All in all, a marriage of viewers and the- 
spians would allow increased sympathy for the inmates: 

Compassion and the ability to forgive have always been inherent to 
Russians. There’s a good reason why people used to bring presents to the 
prison gates on holidays, including those who had nothing to do with 
the inmates. We’re not trying to whitewash our prisoners, to romanticize 
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their portrayal on screen. We just want to let people know what still 
goes on behind those walls; we want to show them peoples' lives, the 
laws and concepts of honor and fairness according to which prisoners 
live. Yes, they’ve committed crimes and get punished according to the 
law. That’s the price they pay. But in prison they run up against other 
kinds of cruelty and injustice too, often from the very people who’re 
supposed to uphold the law. 8 

The series, as suggested here by its producers, was forced to define and jus¬ 
tify itself very quickly. NTV was “asked” to broadcast the show later at 
night (11:30 p.m.), but it fought its way back to primetime. One or two 
newspapers said the time shift was enacted at the personal request of Putin, 
as - perhaps - was NTV’s decision to cut the total number of episodes from 
100 to 50. Many people were upset by this apparent censorship, since Zona 
was enjoying a 20 percent audience share, pulling in more viewers than the 
President’s press conferences. 9 Some provisional prisoners even threatened 
to slash their wrists if they were not allowed to view the show, since “lights 
out” was always scheduled for 10 p.m. Conversely, prison officers wrote to 
the national press, angrily declaring that Zona “crudely distorts reality.” It 
calls into question the “honor and dignity of hundreds of thousands of 
people who work with prisoners. These people fulfill one of the most difficult 
state functions: the correction of those who have transgressed the law.” 10 

The newspaper Trud even maintained that Shtein had actively summoned 
hatred for the forces of law and order, a subversive gesture for which he 
should be incarcerated: 

We ask ourselves - what was the point of making this series? To scare 
us, to provoke or spread chaos, to further divide this derelict society of 
ours? Or is to popularize some kind of criminal idea, that all policemen 
are bastards and then ... “Arise Mighty Nation”?! We’ve been through 
all that several times before, so why pour oil on the fire? Maybe that 
kind of thing will make somebody feel a bit better. Who, exactly, we can 
only guess. 11 

This rhetorical question was answered by the newspaper Komsomol’skaia 
Pravda; bearing in mind that adults know prison life “isn’t exactly a rest 
home,” only adolescents would watch Zona with any devotion, learning as a 
result how to use prison slang - and many other forms of nastiness. 12 
Aiming to calm these increasingly angry voices, Shtein responded elsewhere 
that a degree of self-censorship was applied by the crew, since (for example) 
we do not see the prisoners using the cell’s toilet, nor do we hear that much 
swearing. The director was simply trying to reveal a massive, hidden cross- 
section of Russian society. A million people are imprisoned each year 
nationwide; an additional 300,000 are hired by the state to watch over 
them. 13 
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In essence, the most telling and typical responses came from two groups: 
ex-prisoners praising the accuracy of the series, and other viewers who felt 
sorry for the heroes of Zona , especially when they had heard that only 10- 
15 percent of people incarcerated in Russia are of actual danger to the 
outside world. This snowballing sympathy led to a great deal of viewer mail, 
in fact “tons of it,” because despite any enduring, “criminal romanticism” 
(blatnaia romantika) the general public remains in complete ignorance of 
real prison life. 14 A lengthy interview on Radio Svoboda addressed this issue; 
it came to the conclusion that there is a big difference between “entertaining 
people with nastiness, fear and aggression” and talking of their causes. The 
latter activity would be much more alarming for the government. 15 

The establishing shot of each episode moves in from open countryside to 
this enclosed, dangerous multiplicity. This documentary air is enhanced by 
the fact that episodes are, as mentioned, neither named nor numbered, as if 
an ongoing flow overshadows any episodic compartmentalization. Likewise 
there is no ADR work; the entire dialog is recorded live. This realism is 
immediately underscored by the cruelty of prison officers in the opening 
scenes, beating recently transported inmates in order to establish their 
insignificance: “I am Lord God - and you are shit!” One of these officers is 
quickly so drunk (after being abandoned by his wife) that he must be tied to 
a radiator: “Welcome to Hell!” Only the care and attention given to an 
abandoned kitten make him forget a world so vindictive; even the woman 
who handles inmates’ packages from relatives (the sole bearer of happiness) 
has herself to drink heavily. These people have good reason to hate the 
world: the drunk officer is subsequently told to drown his kitten. 

The fundamental event that brings narrative progression into this 
unending misery is the suspicious suicide of an officer. Tensions surround¬ 
ing the crime dictate shifting relations among the prison staff. With regard 
to the prisoners’ interaction, a constant (albeit slow) movement of new 
inmates back and forth through the space of one cell shapes the drama 
therein. Status in the outside world is of occasional importance “inside,” 
especially if a character was once a major criminal figure, but in essence the 
most intelligent of detainees eventually finds common ground with the most 
physically dangerous. This harmony is a necessity, for - in the words of one 
character to a novice - “If I were in your position, I wouldn’t go around 
looking for enemies.” 

In this unnaturally peopled environment, it is almost impossible to hold 
on to private belongings (watches, jackets, and wedding rings all go miss¬ 
ing), but since so much is stolen so often, ownership per se is undermined 
and this, paradoxically, leads to another leveling force. These genuine 
bonds of friendship and consolation can rarely be expressed out loud, 
however; the series often cuts to an overhead shot, as seen on CCTV. 
Somebody is always watching and waiting to ruin any camaraderie - though 
we are not told who. Once again the actual source of power (and violence) 
is unnamed. 
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These two forces, official and unofficial, visible and hidden, battle one 
another for fifty episodes, often according to an awkward pun invoked by 
one inmate: the struggle between “Law and Justice.” The former is in uni¬ 
form, and, given that “Fate” is, not surprisingly, mentioned so often by 
detainees, The Prison Colony leaves an overriding impression that retribu¬ 
tion will come, sooner or later. Hence the worries noted above among both 
viewers and commentators that Zona is deliberately, dangerously seditious. 

Its rebellious atmosphere is fueled by several outrageous scenes of injus¬ 
tice, the first of which involves a prisoner refusing to sing at an officers’ 
function. He undergoes a forced rehearsal of the World War Two classic 
about a soldier’s fidelity ( Temnaia noch’), but the staff requests soon lapse 
into the famous criminal ditty “Thieves’ Love” ( Vorovskaia liubov’). The 
officers assume they can bribe the singing inmate with a better cell, micro- 
wave, and fridge, but it all goes horribly wrong. The singer is punished for 
his pigheaded nature by being thrown into an unfamiliar cell, where he is 
raped. He barely maintains his sanity, whereas the wife of one upper-level 
official has already lost her mind. Her husband is left pondering the tragic 
irony that she may herself need to be “incarcerated.” 

Against the background of these grim events there develops perhaps the 
most important plotline. An American in his early twenties (Dennis) is 
thrown into prison and himself charged with rape; he is stripped naked, 
hosed down with freezing water, and stuck in a one-man cell so narrow (the 
so-called kishka) that he can only stand. Close to despair, he still sings 
“America, the Beautiful” as loud as hazardous pluck will allow. Once 
released into a common cell, he maintains a naive faith in the court system, 
but occasionally breaks into fits of incredible profanity (that are not trans¬ 
lated into Russian). He is quickly accepted by the prisoners, who try to 
educate him regarding his real “legal” status: “There’s none of your Amer¬ 
ican law here in Russia. And there never was, either.” By this stage, the 
claustrophobic sets and consistently low lighting have already persuaded us 
of the general hopelessness. It is so divorced from anything natural that 
when, in one rare instance, a prisoner is released for good, he stares at the 
boundlessness of the sky and then joyfully buries his face in unpolluted, 
“pure snow.” 

The American is told by his antagonistic lawyer that an unnaturally long 
sentence can be avoided if $200,000 is wired to a Russian account from a 
wealthy uncle in Detroit. Not only, however, has this relative been estranged 
from Dennis’ family for twenty years; it later transpires in the series that 
there is no pending case against him (and that the uncle has long since died, 
anyway). Dennis is denied any chance to read the Russian legal codex in his 
cell; the copies in the prison library are deliberately torn and soiled, making 
the text illegible: “This isn’t justice; it’s a farce!” 

The bonds he forms with cellmates henceforth get stronger. He is given 
the nickname “Raven” as a sign of courteous empathy and is sung the time- 
honored dirge “Black Raven.” This is an important gesture of acceptance. It 
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leads another prisoner to sulk when he gets an unwanted nickname; he is 
called “Dope" (or “ram”; baran ) instead of “Baron.” Dennis and another man 
in the same cell (framed for a commercially driven murder) are afforded a 
special status in that their innocence and honesty is assumed by other inmates. 
The elders help to educate, raise, and protect Dennis, who subsequently admits 
to being a virgin. The senior inmates arrange for him to be visited by two 
prostitutes, as “nobody ever gets out of the zona, believe me.” Even if physical 
release is possible, mental and emotional escape is often not, because (in a 
related aphorism) “if you ever deal with the cops, you’ll never break free.” 

One of the nastiest figures embodying this stalemate is a female prosecutor, 
who in later episodes is promoted to chief officer. She is more than happy to 
manipulate friendships, conjugal visits, and even drug addictions in order to 
get the results she desires. She is the quintessence of the death and destruc¬ 
tion that pervade her ranks; this thanatic association is so strong that when 
another officer is (with difficulty) persuaded to give a blood transfusion to 
an elderly, hardcore criminal, the latter undergoes a religious conversion! 
He calls the officer’s kindness “amazing, unbelievable,” or even “cruel pun¬ 
ishment” that goes beyond anything resembling a comprehensible norm 
( bespredel ). Any risky removal of an established binarism in the world is 
painfully incomprehensible to him - and, indeed, when he reads biblical 
passages to his cellmates they only want to hear about “an eye for an eye.” 

The officers would be equally groundless without the existence of their 
assigned, assumed “enemy.” One of them, making reference to a classic Soviet 
cartoon (again by Norshtein), says that outside of the prison he would be 
“lost, just like that hedgehog in the fog.” Later another of his colleagues 
admits with self-deprecating humor that whenever he leaves the prison 
complex he suffers from immediate agoraphobia. 

A major character who appears “from the fog” in later episodes to chal¬ 
lenge these heartbreaking oppositions is a priest, Father Mikhail. He was 
once a soldier and saw active service in Afghanistan. Although a human, finite 
representative of a ubiquitous, eternal God, he is amazed that the female 
prosecutor knows so much about what happens in the prison - the realm 
where she acts as a bitter, omniscient deity. Many of those in uniform are 
called “petty demons.” Yet another official, giving voice to this demonic trait, 
tells the priest that he, too, “speaks about goodness, but he does so with 
‘different words.’” Life in the prison, he adds, is like a “war zone,” but Father 
Mikhail insists it is “too early” for the officer to give up on himself. With 
this and other statements, the priest becomes a sorely needed representative 
of some ineffable, chancy excess beyond the limits of a dual structure. 

This risk is given voice only by the mentally ill spouse mentioned above; 
she tells her husband that all the prisoners should be freed, for then “we’ll 
all be free,” inmates and staff alike. She runs to one cell in order to inform 
the prisoners. Even though they know of her husband’s lofty rank, they 
dismiss her idea as hazardous. It could not possibly be true: “There aren’t 
any fools here.” The newly Christian prisoner says that spiritually “we’re all 
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free already”; his clever idea is handed over to irony because it is poten¬ 
tially, dangerously true. 

It is, eventually, the American Dennis who takes this leap of faith; he asks 
Father Mikhail to christen him. Dennis now acts as something of a litmus 
test for the other prisoners. He must endure the greatest degree of trans¬ 
formation, because he arrived from as far from the zona as possible. He 
does so and finds a solution to the claustrophobia, a way to both build 
upon and outshoot the friendship of his cellmates. Verbalizing this step for 
us, he says that his adventure was supposed to happen for a reason, so that 
he could escape living to “a strict plan.” This inflexible plan was made of 
commonly acknowledged, “progressive” stages: college, a good job, and the 
unavoidable need to define further success in monetary terms alone: “Only 
here do I understand what it means to be free.” 

As Dennis manages a degree of freedom, the noose tightens around 
several of the officers when investigation of the opening “suicide” intensifies. 
At a party to celebrate the lead investigator’s promotion, a congratulatory 
package explodes, killing a female colleague; earlier a friend of his had died 
after a glass of poisoned cognac. Simultaneously, the prison's female 
doctor is under great pressure from her violent husband (also a guard) to 
stop both talking about the investigation and “flirting” with her criminal 
patients. His violence, in fact, forces her to look for solace and she falls 
desperately in love with one of the prisoners. The contact between them is 
formed at a moment of maximum jeopardy - and as a result pays the 
greatest rewards. The inmate came from a family of circus performers, 
which is a world maximally distant from the prison, as the doctor herself 
points out during one of their clandestine meetings. The circus is made of 
“laughter, applause and bright lights. The only things here are misery and 
fear.” 

The fact that these two people come together is even more astonishing when 
we consider how they met; the doctor’s husband in an earlier fit of unjusti¬ 
fied jealousy stripped his wife half-naked and threw her into the prisoners’ 
cell. It was the circus performer who showed her the greatest kindness, 
shielding her from the possibility of rape with care, compassion, cups of tea, 
and candy. A man who has nothing and is kept permanently away from society 
offers, ironically, a solution applicable to one and all. This is because, as 
we’re told in one of the very last episodes in a comparison of prisons and 
the outside world: “There’s more truth in here than there is outside.” 


The good guys: Streets of Broken Lights (Ulitsy razbitykh fonarei, 
from 1997) and Ramenskaia (from 1999) 

Success [in battle] never has and never will depend on position, or 
equipment, or even on numbers - least of all on position. It depends on 
the feeling that’s in me ... and in him ... and in every soldier. 

(Lev Tolstoi, War and Peace) 
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Zona comes on the heels of several nationally popular detective series, often 
based themselves upon populist paperbacks written “for one and all.” This 
lighter genre has its detractors, a strain of discontent that led to the severity 
of The Prison Colony. A couple of years ago. Art of Cinema (Iskusstvo kino) 
outlined its own dissatisfaction with the quintessential post-Soviet detective 
TV story Streets of Broken Lights. The article’s author, Aleksandr Rogozh- 
kin, blamed Russia’s lack of experience in “long” series. In this particular 
series he discerned a lack of continuity twice over: both stylistically (that is, 
between episodes) and in the behavior of the main characters. The absence 
of discernible plotlines on many occasions was replaced by nothing more 
than “an excessive plenitude of everyday elements and details.” Able to 
muster a few positive thoughts, Rogozhkin said the broadcasts at least 
expressed some simple “Russian” notions of fairness and justice. Yet these 
resulting opposites (narrative/visual convolution and ethical ease) contradict 
each other, he admitted; so much so, in fact, that the mental effort required 
in following the plot makes it hard for viewers to engage key events emo¬ 
tionally. The head is so busy the heart cannot catch up. 16 

Rogozhkin may be wrong in some respects. After all, the show both was 
and remains popular! The charm of this wandering, cheap format is such 
that when compared to the dreamscapes of Dear Masha Berezina it starts to 
look extremely convincing. Confusion on the set between actors and real 
policemen is reported by newspapers, reminding us of the inexpensive and 
provincial The UPS Agency. 17 The show has not only slipped back and forth 
modestly between fact and fiction; it has also moved unsurely between TV 
stations because of its popularity. Originally released on TNT, it ended up 
on ORT in 1998 after Kirienko’s Default, which wiped out the advertising 
world and led to much head scratching among cash-strapped TV producers. 
But the next, second series of Streets moved suddenly to NTV, which had 
noted the show’s eclat on TNT and ORT and thus outbid them both. 

Because the controller of ORT, Konstantin Ernst, had now missed a 
chance to continue the broadcasts, he announced his intention to make an 
identical mirror-show, a decision the head of TNT maligned as a “dearth of 
good ideas.” 18 ORT nonetheless began its copycat serial, the naturalistic, 
morally muddled tale of “real” policemen Lethal Force (Uboinaia silct [mul¬ 
tiple directors, from 2000]), starring the same cops plus Konstantin Kha- 
benskii. It was only after protracted legal discussions that ORT was forced 
to return the staple characters of Streets to the show on NTV. 19 

In essence, though, this story constitutes what Russians refer to as a 
“man’s serial” and, for all the domestic scenes or marital problems that we 
see in Streets, it was Ramenskaia that made married life a major part of 
how real life “outdoors” is understood. Streets of Broken Lights uses scenes 
of romance under stress to add a quotidian yet secondary element; 
Ramenskaia puts love and married life on a par with police work. Both 
series have on occasion been criticized for excessive violence, yet love and 
respect at home attain their full social weight in the latter, which is based on 
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novels by Aleksandra Marinina usually grouped under the term “women's 
detective fiction” (zhenskii detektiv). 20 

The series stars the nationally renowned actress Elena Iakovleva as the epon¬ 
ymous heroine, but even she was hired only after long debates concerning 
possible alternates: Polina Kutepova, Mariia Aronova, Elena Tsyplakova, Vera 
Glagoleva, and Ol’ga Drozdova. The ultimate choice was obviously success¬ 
ful, since a recent television survey to find the “Nation’s Number One Hero” 
put Anastasiia Kamenskaia in fourth place, after Putin, Sakharov, and 
Solzhenitsyn! 21 Whenever she is asked about similarities between herself and 
that female hero, Iakovleva almost always limits matters to the smaller, 
domestic facets of her alter ego: 

Like my heroine, 1 like to drink coffee. I drink martinis, too, but I prefer 
demi sec. Like Kamenskaia, I’m not crazy about computers. I don’t wear 
prescription glasses. I dress very much like her - jeans, a cap, jacket, 
skirt or a short sheepskin coat. That’s almost exactly like Nastia. But she 
[eventually] went off at some point to the registry office in an elegant 
gown, whereas my husband and I popped in to register ourselves in between 
rehearsals and an evening performance - literally in our jeans and 
sweaters! 22 

On one and the same day in different Moscow wedding registries, two 
brides are shot point-blank. Red on white: the color combination to 
entice an unidentified maniac. Perhaps that’s how a spurned woman 
takes revenge? As fate and circumstance would have it, Anastasiia 
Kamenskaia is getting married in the same registry office as the murder 
victim. Maybe some photos, taken by a photographer moonlighting at 
the ceremonies will help the investigation? (Promotional blurb.) 

Iakovleva is well aware that these parallels between life and drama can be 
consequential. She was told by young girls after the ominous 1989 hit 
Intergirl ( Interdevochka , dir. Petr Todorovskii) that they wanted to become 
prostitutes, whereas today police cadets write on their exam papers that they 
wish to emulate Kamenskaia. 23 The series’ producer, Valerii Todorovskii, 
believes people need these parallels, since (as suggested above) they both 
replicate and construct fundamental social connections. He draws a nice 
parallel between a comforting TV series and being at summer camp, where 
in each room there’s always some twelve-year-old boy who is asked to tell 
an ongoing story each night before bed: “Come on, tell us that story! Where 
did it get to last night?” He maintains that the same happens in hospital 
wards and, allegedly, in prison colonies, too. The key element to all these 
narratives, be they verbal or visual, is that they must overlap with a com¬ 
monly felt, shared certainty. This quality distinguishes them from soap 
operas. Todorovskii holds that because soap operas operate “above" reality 
(unnatural money, atypical beauty, etc.), they cannot function in Russia; if 
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quotidian (actual) experience were at any point compared to the imaginary 
tale on screen, the fictional edifice would crumble. 24 

The avoidance of deception in Ramenskaia has been successful - and not 
just for the lead actress. Even a secondary figure, Sergei Garmash (who plays 
Kamenskaia’s colleague lurii Korotkov), has enjoyed sufficient popularity in 
his own romantic yet down-to-earth subplots to warrant parallels with the 
fame of Stirlitz. This odd comparison between a love-struck policeman and a 
Nazi officer is possible because Garmash played Richard Heydrich in The 
Red Choir. Garmash has, in fact, acted in several of the series under review 
here and is very much a TV staple after appearances in Life Lines , Beyond 
the Wolves, and The Brigade. In one recent interview he defined the attrac¬ 
tiveness of serials for the “Russian mentality” via three key emphases: “Crime, a 
family chronicle, and a long, drawn out love story.” 25 They are inseparable, 
hence our discussion of doe-eyed romance among hard-nosed cops. 

If figures of the hearth or heart (no matter what they do for a living) embody 
better philosophies of social being, perhaps they qualify as heirs to the long- 
lost label of “intelligentsia”? If so, these are not the lonesome, library-bound 
thinkers of prior decades. The prestigious New Literary Review (Novoe lit- 
eraturnoe obozrenie ) has pointed out that today’s characters of learning 
and intellect (such as detectives) must - according to the “demands of mass 
culture” - be shown knee-deep in “real problems of daily life.” In one epi¬ 
sode, for example, Ramenskaia ponders whether to buy some expensive 
orange juice: 

“It’d be pleasure incarnate, of course, but it’s so expensive ... That kind 
of packet would last for four days if I only drank it in the morning, and 
even then it’d come to almost 2,000 rubles a month.” Ramenskaia 
had taken time off in May but hadn’t gone anywhere. Instead she’d 
taken on a little hackwork - translating a detective novel from the 
French - then blown all that money on some lavish pleasures. She’d 
bought 30 packets of juice, a few jars of coffee, and three boxes of good 
cigarettes. 26 

Thus, argues the New Literary Review, the heroine is an admirable figure 
because she uses her mind and intellect in the real world - hopefully to 
solve problems - and as a detective that means she works to the public 
good. Any individual prone to detachment among his/her musings should 
wise up, be good, and get social ASAR 

TuretskiVs March (Marsh Turetskogo, from 2000) 

Heroism, the love of freedom, fortitude, a proximity to the Russian 
people, a synthesis [sliianie] with the massed soldiers, an emotional 
temperament, passion, and a gift for music. 27 

(A schoolbook’s celebration of Chapaev’s qualities in 1984) 
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These conclusions about Ramenskaia can be transferred to another Rossiia show 
with which it is often advertised - as a kindred spirit in aesthetics and air¬ 
time: Turetskii’s March (dir. Mikhail Tumanishvili) stars Aleksandr Domogarov, 
an actor already very prominent in historical TV drama. The bravado of courtly 
heartthrobs is shifted to the police force: “The show’s hero is Special Investigator 
for the State Procurator’s Office, Turetskii. He’s unbelievably smart, inde¬ 
pendent, and honest. The main thing, though, is that he struggles successfully 
against corruption, against criminals and ‘businessmen’ who don’t keep their 
hands clean.” 28 Given Domogarov’s status as an established TV star and sex 
symbol, those “admirable” social qualities often dovetail with his ability to con¬ 
quer hearts as well as criminals. 29 His alfairs come at the expense of his marriage; 
the actress playing his wife (Marina Mogilevskaia) is the embodiment of marital 
martyrdom. Here the “female” emphases of Ramenskaia become another “men’s 
serial,” for there is much drinking, smoking, winking, and fishing going on: 

A wave of murders involving major bankers has rolled across Russia. 
What is it: a war between financial factions that’s risen to the surface? 
Maybe fighting between bandits? “Big shot” Aleksandr Borisovich 
Turetskii is brought into the case. His version of events - the final 
version - turns out to be the only correct one. 

If, on the other hand, romantic characteristics (oriented towards male or 
female viewers) connect several serials - made by the same TV channel and 
advertised on the same posters at the same bus stops - does this not hint at 
an impending homogeneity, gendered categories aside? For some people 
today, it certainly does; once again Zona felt a need to break out from these 
limits. The routine of many shows can sometimes overlap with the routine 
of characters’ professional activities, leaving a gray sameness redolent of 
socialist tedium, of “warmed-over, Soviet officialdom”: 

[In the case of Turetskii,] you might have a beautiful girl who’s trying to 
explain with broken, indistinct phrases that she’s in mortal danger. But 
Turetskii coldly insists on the facts of the matter - and until those facts 
come to light he’s ready to walk away, pure and simple, leaving the girl to 
destiny’s whim. So it’s no big surprise that during an intense shoot-out 
with some murderers who’ve turned up, Turetskii takes quite a while to rea¬ 
lize they’ve already shot her ... It looks like this hero’s in no position to save 
anybody from death, because he no longer has the inner strength to worry 
about another person’s existence. Whenever Domogarov has to show his 
reaction at a friend’s death, it all looks extremely cold and mannered. 30 

Here, too, the emphasis on details such as shared drinks between the “lads” 
in the Procurator’s Office reaches the point of a “profoundly modern [and 
irritating] naturalism.” Hence, perhaps, the reaction of some viewers today: 
“I really don’t like Domogarov. He plays his role badly and it’s all too 
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affected. The series is a big disappointment for me.” It would appear that 
when the social membership of actors around Turetskii (in particular Vla¬ 
dimir IFin and Boris Nevzorov) is both institutionalized (in the form of the 
state procurator) and then directed back upon forms of society in somewhat 
forceful, if not sexually patriarchal ways, it unnerves some people. Police¬ 
men are supposed to aid, that is, be the social within a largely predestined, 
Manichean scheme (the Channel One series Khiromant makes this clearest 
of all). Self-assured ladies’ men who use the institution of their employers 
smack on occasion of Soviet cockiness or chvanstvo. Already a star from 
swashbuckling historical dramas, Domogarov had brought that troubling 
baggage with him to the police series. Kamenskaia doubts', Turetskii does -; 
yet at times with unfeasible self-reliance. He occasionally becomes a social 
and sexual fantasy. 

The Brigade ( Brigada , 2002) and Borderlands ( Granitsa , 2000) 

There are times we still don't appreciate our freedom; even less often do we 
handle it well. A creative application of energy, resourcefulness, a sense of 
measure and the will to win cannot be introduced by governmental decree. 

(Putin, 2004) 

Pushy heroes caused problems in Russia’s most famous mafia tale of life¬ 
long fidelity and Philadelphia: The Brigade. It had few qualms advertising 
itself explicitly in the spirit of One Upon a Time in America (dir. Sergio 
Leone, 1984) or The Godfather (dir. Francis Ford Coppola, 1972). Some 
journalists even detailed specific episodes taken directly from the second 
and third parts of the Godfather trilogy (1974 and 1990), yet were also 
willing to say that The Brigade follows “the standard path [of a Russian 
mafia film] - from a happy-go-lucky hooligan to big-time racketeer. Then 
we see participation in all kinds of economic ‘schemes’ and finally your 
patriotic Mafioso - who can’t bring himself to sell arms to Chechen war¬ 
riors.” 31 Nonetheless, everything depends on trust and amity: 

This is the story of four childhood friends. They’re typical Moscow 
guys: Sasha Belyi, Kosmos, Pchela, and Fil. They grew up together 
around the same courtyard. Together these four buddies decide to make 
a little extra cash, but an inadvertent murder ruins all their plans in a 
second. Their lives suddenly become a gamble; a risk that’s too great for 
them ... but there’s nowhere to retreat. And so the four friends map out a 
path for themselves in the criminal world. By destiny’s will they become 
one of Moscow’s most organized and prominent criminal gangs. 

The series went on to make the actors household names; so much so, in fact, 
that - as with Kamenskaia - several articles appeared, sympathizing with 
current stars of TV and cinema who had missed out. Sergei Bezrukov’s 
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Figure 9.1 The Brigade. 


central role as the bandit Sasha Belyi was discussed in the same breath as 
Konstantin Khabenskii and even Vladimir Mashkov. Ekaterina Guseva's 
role as Belyi’s wife had almost fallen to Inga Oboldina and Mariia Golub¬ 
kina. 32 Not long after the debut, frantic questions already sounded as to the 
possibility of a sequel. One of the four central actors, Pavel Maikov, quipped: 
“Have you watched this [first] series to the end yet?! [Maybe] we all get 
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killed, so what kind of sequel could there be? Do you want ‘Return of The 
Brigade Zombies’?” 33 

Winning both the casting call and the hearts of impatient millions, Bez¬ 
rukov’s position at the head of the series has now made him one of TV’s 
cultural arbiters; he is constantly asked, as with Esenin or Master and Margarita , 
about the current state of television drama, about its leanings towards positive 
or negative heroes. It is here that The Brigade differs from Turetskii's March 
in its potential vis-a-vis social models. Bezrukov has said, for example, that 
the adaptation of Dostoevskii’s Idiot will incline kids towards good books 
(and away from computer screens), a positive attitude extended by the con¬ 
tention that all his on-screen characters, including Sasha Belyi and Vronskii (in 
the adaptation of Anna Karenina), are likewise positive. 34 Since when did 
mafia figures give advice on socializing children with love and respect? 

The possibility of squeezing constructive meanings into a criminal drama 
series came in part from a relative lack of blood and guts (compared with 
analogous films). The director and screenwriter Aleksei Sidorov wanted 
“lots of psychological, quotidian episodes instead. And love scenes, in the 
good sense of the word - without vulgarity ... The Russian public adores 
Belyi for the way he loved [not for his criminal guile] ... Young people 
today have lost the ability to love, they’ve lost the idea of fidelity.” 35 Here is 
where friends and lovers overlap, where Turetskii falls behind in a cloud of 
dust. Masculine camaraderie requires two things as the foundation of a 
credible series: a deeply loved heroine (acting as ethical yardstick for the 
outside word) and an equal, oppositional force in that same outside world 
against which the hero is judged. Turetskii ’s characters, though hugely 
admired, sometimes lean so heavily on assurances (on themselves, on their 
rock-solid friendship) and the institution they represent that they start to 
seem Soviet (in the sense of being monolithic), as opposed to Sasha Belyi et 
al., who salvage the romanticism of much earlier Soviet narratives. The 
Brigade is romantic in terms of both love and twentieth-century literary 
chronology. Both those categories embody forms of desire. State institutions 
desire nothing; they already embody everything. 

“Everything” can be avoided with “some-thing(s)” in particular. The quotidian 
elements so closely tied to The Brigade, together with a vital love theme, 
underwrite the scale of this project and prompt the analogies with Once Upon 
a Time in America. The Brigade was shot on 350 locations and includes 110 
speaking roles of consequence; it made use of 900 costumes and for one 
shoot-out alone needed 500 holes in the wall to reflect all the shots suppo¬ 
sedly fired. 36 There is a limit, however (as one might expect), where this enterprise 
becomes excessive and again looks naturalistic; that is, it sidelines the human 
element and/or “institutionalizes” itself in TV line-ups through the unas¬ 
sailable size of its machinations. Maybe The Brigade is popular purely because 
it has the funds to show itself more often than other, similar broadcasts? 

If so, we reach another Soviet dilemma: are viewers and readers simple, passive 
recipients of Moscow’s centralized culture or do they guide TV listings with 
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their decision to watch (or not to watch) a given broadcast? The former, 
sadder possibility is sometimes encountered: 

The thing is that viewers are like children. They adore reading what 
they’ve read 100 times before and watching what they’ve already wat¬ 
ched. If TV stations show us [the elderly comics] Petrosian, Stepanenko, 
and [the variety show] Anshlag every day, then we’ll start loving Petro¬ 
sian, Stepanenko, and Anshlag. 31 

This observation, by Art of Cinema editor Daniil Dondurei, was seconded 
by TV presenter Aleksandr Liubimov, who claimed that TV stories engage 
viewers’ emotions, “not their head. They sort of rehash a viewer’s impres¬ 
sions from life ... while distorting them a bit.” The Brigade's producer, 
Aleksandr Inshakov, objected to this sorry viewpoint at a television round¬ 
table; he maintained there was no such influence of TV on life, that is, no 
such thing as a film whose events then came to life in life. This seems moot, 
however, even in the context of The Brigade, given that several instances 
have been recorded in Russia of young boys killing their contemporaries on 
the explicit model of this series. 

One of the show’s other producers, Anatolii Sivushov, holds that the 
broadcast’s influence on life has been positive, and here we come full circle - 
to the earlier contention that Sasha Belyi actually teaches viewers to love. 
Sivushov said that the adventures of Belyi and his friends could justifi¬ 
ably be cataloged under a subheading of “The Russian Mafia through the 
Eyes of Mothers and Wives.” 38 This constant interlocking during most episodes 
between crime and romance or (subsequent) familial ties has even conjured 
parallels - yet again - with both the maudlin tradition and episodic struc¬ 
ture of Moscow Does Not Believe in Tears. 39 Paradoxically, it was said that 
The Brigade, in order to reach the high moral ground held by Men’shov’s 
film, had to show wrongdoing by its heroes because any tale of great wealth 
accrued after perestroika among honest characters would convince nobody. 
It had to involve criminals, said one journalist, since nobody would believe 
a tale of honest policemen and their love lives. The Brigade, walking this 
contrary path, “tells of good things ... The heroes are continually obliged 
to decide what’s more important for them - real friendship or huge 
amounts of money. They resolve these issues with complete dignity “ 40 
Since Moscow Does Not Believe in Tears and The Brigade both take 
place over very long periods of time, being tales of change and chance, it 
is interesting to see how children perceive these processes of dignified 
maturation. Given the importance of love, what girls have to say is of 
particular significance, especially in response to a hackneyed boyish remark: 

They’re great guys. Great friends, too. It’s too bad that they got into 
arms dealing, though. I liked the figure of Fil best of all, because he’s 
an athlete. He’s reliable and always cool (Artem, 11 years old). 
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What do mean, they’re “great”? Look how many bad things they did 
to other people ... Sure, there was a strong friendship between the men, 
but that’s not enough to make me respect bandits. It’s a good thing / 
don’t have friends like that (Lena, 16 years old). 

I’d like to be Belyi’s girlfriend. I like a life with adventure. But it 
wasn’t worth killing the people who killed his friends. That could go on 
forever! ... It’s better to have less money and live quietly. I felt sorry for 
Belyi’s family. His wife and son will be shaking with fear for the rest of 
their lives. The film is a warning to all girls and guys who still don’t 
understand what big money leads to - or what happens when you’re 
greedy for power (Ania, 11 years old). 41 

In an interview with a major Moscow newspaper, Bezrukov said the series is 
“about life. The fate of both the nation and mankind. It’s about the fact there’s 
real friendship and real love. I hope young people, despite all of my hero’s 
charm, won’t take him as an example to follow, because you'll pay three 
times over for that kind of life.” His co-stars agreed and said the series centers 
upon “friends who are trying to build a life for themselves - all on their 
own” (Vladimir Vdovichenkov); Pavel Maikov was even more straight¬ 
forward in his definition. The Brigade is, quite simply, “about love and 
friendship.” 42 

If violence, justice, and friendship can be commingled, though, are we really 
escaping the kind of dilemma in which Turetskii's March found itself? The 
problem does not go away in the Russian press today. One correspondent 
has suggested that these combined qualities of the central characters amount 
to the standard Soviet depiction of military officers, not bandits or criminals: 

There’s strict adherence to one’s word, plus heroic acts in the name of 
both friendship and love ... And how beautiful and faithful their girl¬ 
friends all are! The true ideal of a Russian officer’s wife! They don’t ask 
their husbands about work ... They understand that it’s the fate of all 
men to go off into the fog and then call home, overcoming the agony 
from a shot to the shoulder: “I’m with a friend at his dacha. Every¬ 
thing’s just fine.” 43 

This inclination towards a reliable past - rather than the risk of something 
new or very foreign (in the sense of uniqueness) - was likened on one web 
forum to the difference between a solid, unrefined, and plagiarized Snickers 
bar and infinitely superior Swiss Lindt chocolate: “It’s a cinema-clone, a 
‘Dolly the sheep’ in comparison to normal, healthy animals.” 44 

The retro-series (consciously or otherwise) of dignified social “officers” 
within the male adventure rubric has become increasingly popular, and was 
foreshadowed by dramas like Borderlands: A Romance of the Taiga ( Granitsa: 
Taezhnyi roman [dir. Aleksandr Mitta, 2000]), made in eight episodes for TV 
as well as being whittled down to two hours for the cinema: 
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The action takes place in the 1970s. Our heroes are the officers and 
wives of the Far Eastern Border Garrison. Although the [social] 
world of these characters is a small one, that same small space is 
home to an entire range of human relations: love and betrayal, friend¬ 
ship and bitterness, mutual assistance - and jealousy to the point of 
madness. 

Director and screenwriter Aleksandr Mitta “obviously wanted to make the 
kind of TV program that nobody has made for ages [that is, since the 1970s 
themselves]. First of all, it would plainly be a TV novella centered not on one 
destiny, but on lots of them, all entwined. The characters would develop as 
they go along, too.” 45 Using the geographic, social, and historical sweep here, not 
only does the romantically driven TV series expand beyond its usual limits, but 
kindred dramas draw both increasingly and positively upon Soviet experi¬ 
ence under Brezhnev. This historical insistence, given Putin’s stance towards 
the media, again may be cause for concern. Nostalgia has a downside, too. 

In December 2004 the independent monitoring group Freedom House 
used its global survey “Freedom in the World” to downgrade Russia from “Partly 
Free” to the lowly status of “Not Free”: “Russia’s status fell because of the 
flawed nature of the country’s parliamentary elections in December 2003 and 
the presidential elections in 2004, the further consolidation of state control 
of the media and the imposition of official curbs on opposition political par¬ 
ties and groups.” 46 One story in particular has addressed some unhappy 
issues of legality amid happy, rural networks with particular success and 
popularity. 

Village life to a nostalgic theme tune: A Policeman’s Beat ( Uchastok , 

2003) 

We want all our law-abiding citizens to be proud of our law enforce¬ 
ment agencies - and not cross the street whenever they see someone in 
uniform. There can be no place in law enforcement for people whose 
primary aim is to fill their own pockets. 

(Putin, 2005) 

A Policeman’s Beat (dir. Aleksandr Baranov) is the very quiet television series 
in which Bezrukov starred after The Brigade had come to an end. Here, 
after Borderlands, is the workshop of the new positive hero, the place where 
he will grow: 

Forest, forest all around. Fields. Villages. Little houses. Basically 
nothing special, if you don’t count the fact that Sergei Bezrukov is 
walking around the village. There’s a strikingly handsome bloodhound 
beside him. Bezrukov is silent. For a while. The bloodhound talks to 
him. Sometimes. Together this odd couple is investigating the matter of 
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Figure 9.2 A Policeman’s Beat. 


a stolen goat. A nice little scene ... that took about a million dollars to 
make. 47 


The broadcasts, running at the same time as Two Fates, took a massive 49 
percent share of national primetime; Two Fates took 42 percent in its timeslot. 
The Brigade , by comparison, hit its peak at 40.2 percent. Nostalgia and 
countryside romance, on the edge of (but not wholly in) an institution, were 
back in a big way: 48 
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Policeman Pavel Kravtsov is a rather strange person. If he has to 
handcuff somebody he apologizes and asks if the cuffs pinch. He’s 
ambitious but honest; he’s young but pensive. You won’t make much of 
yourself in a city police force with that kind of “investment” in your 
career. And so Lieutenant Kravtsov, a city boy through and through, 
ends up in the backwater village of Anisovka as a regular policeman. 
It’s a bit like exile or an unwelcome business trip. And then there’s the 
argument he had with his wife - over a complete misunderstanding. It 
was about Kravtsov being married to his job, when that same job (in 
the form of his boss) isn’t exactly holding onto him ... Having left 
everything behind and taking only his beloved dog Caesar, Kravtsov 
heads off for Anisovka where he starts getting used to the place. 

The future implications of this stencil, whereby institutional hgures are 
viewed through personal, romantic relationships (in this case with Mariia 
Poroshina) can be seen already. The publishing house and broadcasting 
network Palmyra ( Pal'mira ) has created an annual competition called 
“Russian Theme” ( Rossiiskii siuzhet) in order to rally good, positive heroes 
with the following phrases: 

The world we live in tomorrow depends on the world we’re shown 
today! Look to the future positively. The competition’s priority is the 
search for works that show a positive side of contemporary life, works 
that form the image of a positive hero. Works that affirm human virtue. 
We’re in favor of depicting heroes who can, in today’s complicated cir¬ 
cumstances, make a career for themselves by honest means. A career, 
success, and material self-sufficiency are attainable in Russia without 
recourse to corruption, crime, and treachery. 

The magazine Ogonek offered these same ideas to a panel of industry 
experts as a context in which to discuss A Policeman’s Beat , 49 The author of 
the screenplay, Aleksei Slapovskii, likened his hero (with scant modesty) to 
Dostoevskii’s Alesha Karamazov and Prince Myshkin. He claimed that 
writers will never find positive heroes in the real police force, since “it’s 99% 
corrupt - from the top down.” Hence his desire to create a fictional - if not 
salvationary - representative from the long-lost 1 percent, a “positive hero 
[just like Sasha Belyi] who’s not made for political posters. He’s the kind of 
person who makes a life for himself, by himself. He doesn’t lie around on 
the stove” like the lazy men of Slavic folklore. He is saved from the Big City 
by rural existence. 

The show was lauded for sounding the death knell of ten years of “hell¬ 
ish” TV and news centered both on violence and the enduring misery of 
chernukha. In this series “everything ends well because we have Officer Kravtsov - 
a knight beyond both fear and reproach. Not only does he believe sincerely 
in the triumph of justice and the law, but he defends them, too. By doing 
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so he affirms similar beliefs in the viewer. And who, upon seeing all that, 
wouldn’t jump for joy?” 50 Indeed, this may be cause for delight, but the 
same writer remarks that at some point (or limit) it all starts smelling like 
the well-polished past in the spirit of the retro-concerts Old Songs about 
What Matters (Starye pesni o glavnom) or Alla Pugacheva's dreamy classic 
of 1979 also mentioned earlier, “Starry Summer” (Zvezdnoe leto). 

Bezrukov jumps into the proceedings and once again insists that all his 
heroes are “positive,” that A Policeman’s Beat does not “rehabilitate” an old 
and obsolete prototype. 51 Boris Grachevskii, director of the ageless chil¬ 
dren’s series Mishmash (Eralash ), has concurred. He insisted the show is 
busy solving issues of human interaction rather than dramatizing an obses¬ 
sive, greedy interest in hard cash. 52 Pushing that parallel a little further 
one could take issue with Bezrukov, though, because Uchastok could 
undoubtedly be likened to the Brezhnevian “village” detective stories of 
Officer Aniskin (The Provincial Detective [Derevenskii detektiv, dir. Ivan 
Lukinskii, 1968]; Aniskin and Phantomas [Aniskin i Fantomas, dir. Mikhail 
Zharov and Vladimir Rapoport, 1974]; and Once Again Aniskin [I snova 
Aniksin, dir. Mikhail Zharov and Vitalii Ivanov, 1978]). Likewise, “it’s not 
exactly Cossacks of the Kuban [Kubanskie kazaki , dir. Ivan Pyr’ev, 1949], but 
all the same this project does has a positive aura.” 53 The debate continued: 

There’s a lot here that’s just made up - and there are way too many 
“coincidences.” What we’re shown as happening over one year in the 
village wouldn’t happen over 100 years in a real village. But all things 
considered I like it. It’s not dull. 

Where would you see an officer like Bezrukov? He only knows about 
village life from books. 

It’s a good-natured film - and that makes for a very strange combi¬ 
nation. But is that so bad? The situations in the series are lively 
enough - things happen a little too often [in the village], as other people 
have pointed out. But what d’you want? You’d never watch real village 
life on a day-to-day basis! They [the producers] show well the Russian 
tendency to screw things up; they show our passion for boozing and for 
anything that’s offered us free of charge, etc., etc. 1 vote FOR this kind 
of series with both my thumbs - and all my toes. 54 

The parallel with the legendary musical Cossacks of the Kuban is helpful, 
since it also makes much use of the landscape to build optimistic metaphors. 
Maybe this is also the format of the future? Pyr’ev’s opening scenes in 1949 
are of peopleless wheat fields; the smoothly rolling blades of a combine 
harvester come into shot, and an opening song of love and plenitude rings 
out across the countryside. Soviet songs, still loved today, bolster the nar¬ 
rative (“As once you were, so still you are ...” [“Kakim ty byl, takim ty i 
ostalsia ... “]); numerous people adopt melodies sung at first by one person. 
This leads quickly to the workplace harmony of multitudes and the harmony 



Criminal series 207 


of farm workers’ music. In fact, when these mellifluous groups take the 
form of an amateur variety concert, we see a reverse process as the affect of 
the sung lyrics inspires the audience to love, to note the “warning signs” of 
their fluttering hearts. 

Harmonic rustic emphases are a basis of Cossack society. When a young 
woman at a ball spurns an official, she declares the evening “un-Soviet!” 
Romance, not rhetoric, will fix the problem and make the evening Soviet. 
Farms at this time compete over a new piano that is for sale; they dream of 
the jazz, Chopin, and Soviet variety numbers they could play upon it and 
prove their kolkhoz “isn’t an old village.” When love and music do indeed 
come together in a resolved romantic plot, the lead couple moves off 
towards the horizon as the credits get ready to roll - and the lovers are 
followed by the plows of massed agriculture across the screen, not vice versa. 
Big plans follow in the successful, exemplary footsteps of little harmonies. 

The Aniskin analogy is just as helpful. (Surely the name of the village in 
A Policemans Beat - that is, Anisovka - is not a coincidence?) It results 
in plots with “little blood, lots of humor and life-affirming motives.” 55 Mil¬ 
lions of viewers agree, even if some question the intentions of this “neo-eco- 
realism” used to frame the tale of a divorced policeman painfully pre¬ 
occupied with a villager’s wife as he solves myriad crimes, none of which dis¬ 
place the yearning of his lonely heart. Love is always there, working hard, in 
this case to the quiet theme tune sung by Bezrukov himself, placing modern 
police work in the context of nature and the nation: “Why do the birch 
trees rustle in Russia? How do they know everything? They stand by the 
roads, white trunks leaning in the wind, and sadly let their leaves fall.” 

Bezrukov sings this with Nikolai Rastorguev, lead singer of Liube; the 
band is famous for wearing military uniforms on stage whilst encouraging 
great respect for the army and police. Their videos are awash with Soviet 
nostalgia - and as a result Rastorguev counts many statesmen among his 
fans. His most famous song, Kombat, was dedicated to the fiftieth anniver¬ 
sary of World War Two and so three-minute texts about birch trees in police 
series recall stories about loud patriotism, but what exactly is being taken or 
remembered from the greatest conflict in the nation’s history? What are 
Rastorguev and Bezrukov invoking in the countryside? 

An interesting and instructive parallel here might be the film The Hearts 
of Four (Serdtsa chetyrekh, dir. K. Iudin), which was made for release in 
1941, deemed ready for great success, but due to the hostilities was shelved 
until 1944. At that time it indeed met with loud public approval, garnering 
almost 20 million viewers across the USSR. Popular notions of good, con¬ 
vincing entertainment were unhampered or unaltered by war. They under¬ 
write a sense of continuity that can be drawn upon by Rastorguev, employing 
both policy and a grander (quieter) force of social cohesion through emo¬ 
tional or musical harmony. 

This particular musical vaudeville concerns a misunderstanding between 
lovers, in particular between the male suitors of two sisters, of one young 
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and flighty girl and her older or somewhat severe sibling. The elder woman 
is a fledgling mathematician and gives lectures at a summer camp to sol¬ 
diers; one of them quickly admits to an officer that he is in love, prompting 
the officer to say: “Everything’s in order, then!” The odd, sometimes dizzy 
dictates of love surpass those of the parade ground. The officer even offers 
help to the subordinate soldier in writing a successful love letter. 

The military world often coincides with the amorous, but even so the new 
Soviet sensitivity - of these two “women who always prefer feeling to reason” - 
struggles to align “modern” ardor with what the sisters read about love in 
their “bourgeois” novels of the nineteenth century. (The term, in fact, is 
employed throughout the film with great irony.) The mathematician, 
thankfully, comes to recognize a different sense of order in the world, one 
more cordial than anything formulaic. She hears a wise old professor quote 
Pushkin and the poet’s thoughts on repetition or willed, unpredictable 
desire: “The heart burns and loves once more, for it cannot but love.” 

Gradually this pattern overrules everything arithmetical, as love tri¬ 
umphs; the mathematician (Galina) gets a kiss - and the camera spins 
round and round! Both girls find boyfriends and decide to stay in the 
countryside, not the city. As they wave at the train going back to Moscow 
in the final frames, we see them waving at us. We are the ones going back to 
the city. The challenge to find love is now ours - and people like Liube sing 
of that challenge today; it stands before us as we enter the metropolis, where 
our unity will be under considerable threat. 

The experiences of the maturing heart kept on going, whether there 
was war or not. They also bolstered the greatest motion pictures at the 
other end of the hostilities. A duty to one’s sweetheart was given the most 
contemporary relevance in The Number One Gloves (Pervaia perchatka, dir. 
A. Frolov) of 1946, telling of a promising new boxer and skills so 
graceful they are termed a “symphony” by his trainer on several occasions. 
As a man from the Siberian taiga, out of place in the Big City, the boxer 
puts his sweetheart above Muscovite competitions and dreams of being 
with her around a silent, distant forest campfire one day. A mis¬ 
understanding between them spoils things, though, and he heads home in 
a terrible huff. After a week(!) traveling by train eastwards, he has a 
change of heart in the middle of the Siberian wilderness. He brings this 
newfound organic wisdom back to his girlfriend - and with her devotion 
alone finds the inner strength he needs to wear “the number one gloves of 
the USSR.” 

This movie underlines the codex of popular, truly significant entertain¬ 
ment, of hopes and dreams in a dictatorial society after World War Two; a 
longing for victorious amity (stronger than the ailing body or heart it fuels) 
to inspire Russian society through tough years of deprivation and 
reconstruction - even now. It comes to Moscow from the middle of nowhere, 
one or two people at a time, because it’s supposed to belong to nobodies - 
to the workers told by dogma itself that they “have nothing to lose.” 



10 Conclusion 

Fighting the good fight 


The state cannot demand faith, prayer, love, goodness or conviction 
from its citizens. It cannot regulate scientific, religious and artistic 
creation ... It should not intervene in moral, family and daily private 
life. Let us not forget this. 

(Putin, 2005) 


A bighearted leap away from humanism 

It would seem that a need to accept love’s destiny (that is, “because I can do 
so little myself”) is also what drives the need for the battling heroes of 
detective series like Kamenskaia to be socially active (“I hope those heroes 
can at least do something , because I cannot”). Love and barely self-suffi¬ 
cient detectives are both embodiments of social amelioration. Detectives, as 
we have seen, also need that love in their own private lives - in domestic 
emphases that must be palpable, lest we fall to the complaints suffered by 
confident, institutionally sustained Turetskii. Even detectives must be roman¬ 
tic and it is their small, often unworkable dream (not dogma) of social bet¬ 
terment that allows for some aspects of Soviet storytelling to be redone, as 
in The Brigade or A Policeman’s Beat. Storytelling is redone with romance. 
Without the roles of Guseva and Poroshina, these two series would be 
completely different (that is, considerably uglier). 

It takes little to turn lovelorn tales like A Policeman's Beat into politics and 
at this point we can only trust that Channel One stays on the right side of 
the line. Nonetheless, we should already be grateful that most of the TV 
series outlined here express a Slavic social yearning without recourse to the 
cultural kowtowing of That Balzac Age. One very bad example of self¬ 
demeaning citizenship, though, was 2004’s Sister Swap (Rodstvennyi obmen, 
dir. V. Kott). Despite an expensive roster (Kristina Orbakaite, Dmitrii Pevt¬ 
sov, Marat Basharov, and music by Igor’ Krutoi), its love story is a sad 
spectacle. 

With awful irony, this very Muscovite romance includes much that made 
Russian TV so provincial until recent times, including that enduring curse 



210 Russian television today 

of the Slavic screen, post-sync dialog. Whenever live speech does remain in 
the final cut, it is from the noisiest locales (inside cars, on sidewalks) and 
once-audible words are completely swamped. Other old-time sins include 
female voices used for children; the crew’s equipment or limbs straying 
into frames; outrageously hackneyed attempts to pass off Russian actors as 
wealthy, stylish English-speaking executives - and the endless, strained 
ignorance of a returning emigree (Orbakaite herself) that obliges most Rus¬ 
sian characters to explain various loveable cliches of Moscow life (drink, 
laziness, bad diet, smoking, etc.). Love of another land promises nothing good. 
Love of the girl next door is both line and poignant. It also makes for better 
television and a better philosophy. It may even make for a better society; all 
we can hope is that politicians don't start telling us so. 

Thus we come to the end of our study with a few concluding thoughts to 
synthesize many objects of attention. Although the theoretical observations 
peppered throughout this monograph have made neither frequent nor last¬ 
ing reference to the speculative practices of ecocriticism, additional parallels 
are always possible - correspondences to give our examination a single 
overarching purpose. Nature, the environment, and their combined philo¬ 
sophical significances for socialist-inspired culture before or after 1991 have 
certainly been important from the outset. We have seen, for example, the 
recurrent use of socialist tales as a call to forms of deeply social selfhood 
beyond urban existence and the bounds of the human body. Through a desired 
(and ever-desirous) membership in choral forms of nature, much socialist 
storytelling advocates a risky “leap away from the rhetoric of humanism.” 1 

That leap away from one self and/or one singular goal has reemerged in 
TV storytelling of recent years. Visual media can potentially outdo the 
compartmentalizing, segmenting, and metonymically structured narratives of 
goal-driven oratory. Kinetic, visual media can embody the affective, direc¬ 
tionless intentions of language. Just as Gor’kii’s Mother becomes in 2001 a 
novel based wholly upon the “ability and need to love, inherent in every 
woman or mother,” 2 so the increasingly personal, poignant, and quieter recon¬ 
sideration of the Soviet tradition in a “natural,” visual framework prior to 
(or aside from) the pathos of ideology's wordy infringement makes things 
gradually more complex for viewers and their processes of socialization. 
Teachers in Moscow ask children today why the 1930s may not be a low 
point in Soviet culture. What, they ask, if we include kinder, more mobile 
phenomena - such as the lyrical, popular movies and musicals of the time? 
We have done precisely that, and as a result our impressions of logocentric, 
dogmatic, and obsolete Soviet culture hopefully change; they become 
increasingly multifaceted. Television series continue to investigate that 
complexity, even with an archival interest such as Kazaroza (2006), which 
dramatizes the tragically bigoted, murderous passions surrounding Esper¬ 
anto’s potential in early Soviet society. 

In Dmitrii Fiks’ related police series The Lawyer (Advokat , 2004), a 
compromised journalist tells his junior colleague that he needs some simple. 
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“patriotic” language to discredit a busybody investigator who has arrived 
from Moscow. The newcomer spells trouble for the local administration. 
“Do you know what patriotism is?” asks the editor, checking that the col¬ 
league is aware of what’s required. The investigator (Zimin) is played by 
Andrei Sokolov, who among other duties handles a case of prejudice against 
a young Armenian man, made a scapegoat for a murder. Local people are 
happy to lean on their simple, jingoistic axioms and condemn the Arme¬ 
nian. When justice is brought to court, Zimin informs those present that not 
only do “we get the power structures we deserve,” but each of us bears 
responsibility for both the good and evil and society. 

“Nobody knew the Union would fall apart,” says another character in 
defense of this ubiquitous, outspoken malice, but politics are neither prior 
to nor the cause of private values. Quite the opposite. When asked how 
honest he is in his own social dreaming, Zimin asks in turn whether this 
interlocutor wants “the honest word of a Pioneer, or the honest word of a 
lawyer.” The former was once a wonderful benchmark, but was eventually 
spoiled. Zimin hopes to start again, to offer a similar honesty and do it 
better - the way it should have been in the first place. 

One of the most interesting developments today has been an extension of 
these detective series’ fatalism to the point where even willful figures of the 
early Revolution are forced to stop and ponder their presumed degrees of 
agency in shaping themselves or their nation. In 2005 Channel One funded 
Vladimir Khotinenko’s lavish, ten-series drama Death of an Empire (Giber 
imperii) starring absolutely everybody: Sergei Makovetskii, Chulpan Kha- 
matova, Aleksandr Baluev, Mariia Mironova, Andrei Krasko (now tragi¬ 
cally deceased), Marat Basharov, Dmitrii Pevtsov, Vladislav Galkin, Fedor 
Bondarchuk, Konstantin Khabenskii, lurii Kutsenko, Mariia Poroshina, 
and many others. It aimed to create a “psychological portrait [of the 
Revolution]... and not a concrete passage of events.” It investigated the clash 
of two worlds, one conservative and frail, the other revolutionary and 
reckless. Here, in the adventures of imperial investigators on the trail of 
political, dangerous subversion, we see some of the values endorsed by our 
Soviet-inspired series; they are, however, virtues and failings that now have 
application or origin before anything Soviet. They often come from art more 
than policy, from the past more than the present, perhaps because - as 
James von Geldern has said of Soviet popular culture - sentimental love 
and patriotism “thrive best when men and women accept their traditional 
roles ... [or when] citizens accept traditional national identities.” 3 These 
traditions are very old and bring us full circle to literature’s role. 

Lermontov’s narrative poem The Demon is used here as a key text for 
deciphering secret messages; Dostoevskii’s novel The Devils and Blok’s play 
The Puppet Show (Balaganchik ) are discussed in terms of their social rele¬ 
vance. The canon is perhaps telling a story that never changes; both Pevtsov 
and Makovetskii say on different occasions that their characters “do what 
they must,” although “what will be will be.” These heroes, carried in death 
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as a Christ upon the bayonets of others, show a modern relevance amid net¬ 
works of ineffable, unchangeable events that is enormous. “The Revolu¬ 
tion,” says another character “has no dignity or principles or tradition.” It 
does, but it would never truly recognize or enact them. Towards the series’ 
close, Makovetskii notes that after the Revolution “there will be nothing.” 
Therein lies the problem; there never was nothing in the Badiouian sense. 

Perhaps no series says this more clearly and quietly than 2004’s The 
Savior beneath the Birch Trees (Spas pod berezami, dir. Leonid Eidlin). On 
Moscow's outskirts, where birches once stood, a small church, previously 
made a prison, goes back to what it always did: helping people. Today it 
houses a self-confessed “neorealist” writer penning the events experienced 
by those who work or pray there. Finances and/or fiancees come and go “at 
God’s will” throughout the episodes. Numerous references are made to the 
sentimental, social goals of Soviet culture, though the charm of Liubov’ 
Orlova and her musicals of the 1930s are here enjoyed by a rather “simple,” 
childlike man, perhaps unfit for modern interaction. Simple ideals do not 
come easily to our adult world; even the final frames leave the narrator 
yearning “for some kind of [shared] happy ending” in a direct address to 
the audience. It takes bravery to operate a normal existence today. In one 
scene where an Oscar-blessed star of Brezhnev’s cinema, Irina Murav’eva, is 
upset about her life that seems “like a Mexican series” and about prayers 
said in the church for soap stars, the priest (Iurii Beliaev) sends her off to a 
better story of very similar desires. He tells her to stop watching the Mex¬ 
ican stuff, to “go home and watch Chapaev.” 

If viewers like Murav’eva’s worried heroine rely on state-funded melo¬ 
drama for resting places or ontological security, they will get even more 
security from looking (or yearning) further still into the past. Brezhnevian 
drama sought for conservatism, for a managed multiplicity as “cozy” 
detective or Holmesian tales, but recent series like Gibel’ imperii or Spas pod 
berezami suggest that any juste milieu might be outrun by a desire for even 
greater retrospection, for even older, clearer oppositions. These are found in 
times and places further and further from anything resembling socialist or 
Soviet experience. 

Often important in this slippage - once again - is the role of non-urban 
existence, for example in 2004’s Esenin , also discussed earlier (see pp. 57-9). 
This eleven-episode drama depicts Esenin - the Soviet poet of the countryside - 
as accepting of the Revolution only because he once upon a time believed 
its talk of a “peasants’ heaven.” On seeing the execution of some farm 
workers from a train window, however, he comes to define socialism as 
nothing more than an “emotion for slaves.” Despite being funded by 
Channel One, this series first embraces, but then outpaces, any practical 
ideas we hear from today’s Duma. It is excessive to the point where it 
invokes its opposite - in this case a critique of socialism - yet it does so in 
ways taken from the musical, naturally and/or biologically harmonious 
metaphors of Soviet literature. 
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The first thing Esenin looks for after imprisonment is his “dear, native” 
accordion; when he is attacked by his soon-to-be murderers, he uses the 
same tool of concord to physically beat back the secret police. In a related 
spirit, when stuck in Berlin with Isadora Duncan, he meets Gor'kii in a 
restaurant - and is inspired to try a wild, unbridled folk dance. Later still in 
exile he says: “I love my homeland, you see? There's no way I can live 
without her. I love her grey skies and landscape. It is the landscape that gave 
us Pushkin, Lermontov, Tolstoi, and Dostoevskii. Anyone who stays in 
emigration is betraying that land.” He goes back to his home village of 
Konstantinovo and is immediately asked by an elder: “Are you a commu¬ 
nist?” “No,” replies Esenin; “Thank God.” By the end of this first day back 
in the fields he stands alone on a hilltop, surveys the interminable country¬ 
side that “gave birth” to literature, and says, in our time-honored Spinozis- 
tic mode, “Forgive us, Lord.” 

The investigative work done to discover the “truth” about Esenin’s death 
takes place in 1985, in other words under Gorbachev. These cruel, post- 
Brezhnevian times are shot in pallid tones; the more brightly colored foo¬ 
tage is saved for Esenin’s life. The detective heading this revisionist case is 
referred to directly as a latter-day Stirlitz, a kinder spirit from the calmer 
1970s. And indeed this kindness is needed. At the poet’s funeral we are 
given yet another list of friends and family members who will be destroyed by 
the Soviet system, one after the other, as in Molodaia gvardiia or Kursanty. 

Upon its commercial release on DVD, the series’ credits employed four 
diverse stanzas from Esenin’s passionate poem of 1914, Rus’ (“Ancient 
Russia”). As the director frequently makes clear, this is a work for which the 
poet was awarded a gold watch in June 1916 after reciting it to the Empress 
and her daughters. The poem places its author in the middle of inexhaus¬ 
tible blueness, a realm that also gives voice to impending, nameless disaster 
as the clamor of ugly crows. Tiny domestic spaces or refuges amid this 
emptiness are palpable, too. A poet lauded by the Soviets is placed in a 
fuller, fairer context by a purportedly neo-socialist TV network, yet Ortho¬ 
dox and imperial realms of the countryside are treated with much greater 
affection. There is nothing positive whatsoever in the depiction of govern¬ 
ment during the poet’s lifetime (or, come to that, in the 1980s, either). 
Storytelling, which we often see beginning with the gray, “non-politics” of 
Brezhnev’s hushed 1970s, is taken further from the present day by many TV 
dramas, further from concrete times, and placed in networks closer to either 
(an even older) faith or some Spinozistic, ecologically driven filigree. 

It is very difficult, therefore, to conflate political rhetoric and today’s tel¬ 
evision in Russia, even though such assumptions are the norm in Western 
journalism. Truer, perhaps, is the enduring relevance of a key quandary 
outlined in our Introduction, offered by Mikhail Epstein, himself drawing 
upon the awful finale of Nikolai Gogol’s Dead Souls. Russia’s vastness, it 
was claimed, inspires both a sense of nothingness (of a place too big to see) 
plus some insistent awareness of a great heroism required to do that 
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magnitude justice. Talking practically of such matters, as Esenin learns, is 
impossible. 

Pavel Lungin's eight-episode fantasy upon Gogol’s stories for NTV, The 
Case of the Dead Souls (2005), uses precisely the same passage quoted by 
Epstein. It asks us whether there can possibly be any “Russians who don’t 
love to gallop” into the boundlessness of their country(side), even though 
they’re always unaware of what lies ahead? These well-liked, requoted cul¬ 
tural designations may be Slavic cliches, but they have enormous cultural 
relevance for those people who constitute (i.e. speak of) that same culture. 
The same banalities not only drive stories of self-definition, but frequently 
fall foul of their own expansiveness, of an intellectual, inhuman scale 
inspired by the world’s greatest natural expanse. 

In Lungin’s TV series, a government envoy travels to unknown villages in 
the middle of nowhere in order to bring law, order, and other loudly spoken 
dictates to the criminal case of some missing peasants, these “dead souls.” 
Filled, however, with his own pomp and circumstance whenever surrounded 
by little nobodies in nameless villages, he soon begins to overshoot his own 
rhetorically defined grandeur. After excessive eating and imbibing, he sad¬ 
dles a makeshift wagon and declares his intention to grace this backwater 
with St. Petersburg’s policies. Horribly drunk, he gets ready to whip the 
horse into action and chase his chosen criminal across the landscape, for 
“what Russian does not love to gallop?” Within ten seconds, the horse has 
slowed to a lazy trot and its political rider is already sound asleep. The 
horse, however, keeps going. Spurred into initial action by its big-talking 
rider, the animal strolls inexorably off into unmapped, quickly darkening 
forests. There, say two locals, beyond the end of those maps, both ravenous 
wolves and dreadful roads await him, “for such is the law of nature.” 

Esenin and The Case of the Dead Souls are just two more examples of 
how television series in Russian today have overshot anything resembling a 
standard, effable patriotism or socialist retrospection. The empty object of 
(ne’er-realized) socialist dreaming that has driven many of Putin’s narratives 
may be swallowing itself. The problem is, as we have seen, that this object of 
desire offers no resting place as it “gallops” further like Gogol’s drunken 
and self-assured dignitary. This desire produces narratives that shift into 
wider and riskier realms; taken to extremes, they invoke their opposites. 
They search for an ontological security further and further into the past, 
long before the Revolution, and therefore start designating socialism as the 
negative by which they can define anything “positive.” Such is the dilemma 
of televised storytelling today, state-run or otherwise, in the world’s biggest 
country, where endless forests, Esenin’s soothsaying crows, and Gogol’s 
starving wolves define the true, natural laws of the land. 
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Ital'ianets (2005) A. Kravchuk. 

Ivan Vasilevich meniaet professiiu (1973) L. Gaidai (60.7). 

Ivanovo detstvo (1962) A. Tarkovskii. 

Izobrazhaia zhertvu (2006) K. Serebrennikov. 

Jurassic Park (1993) S. Spielberg. 
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Vernye druz’ia (1954) M. Kalatozov (30.9). 
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